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ABSTRACT

BECOMING WHO WE ARE: INFORMAL LEARNING AND IDENTITY FORMATION
AMONG THE GARINAGU OF WESTERN BELIZE
Harold Anthony Lopez, Ed.D.
Department of Counseling, Adult, and Higher Education
Northern Illinois University, 2014
Gene Roth and Jorge Jeria, Co-Directors
This ethnography explores the wholesome contexts of informal learning and identity
formation among an ethnic minority group in Belize. The central research question of the
study was: How is informal learning manifested among the Garinagu of Western Belize.
Snowball sampling technique was used to recruit 20 participants aged between 36 and 82
years. The group’s ways of learning were examined through the lens of Sociocultural
learning theory. In the conduct of the maintenance of culture, learning is centered on their
resiliency as examined through the various experiences that they acquired as a result of their
movements, disruption and setbacks, the concept of Garifunaduaü, the meet and greet process,
and the roles of rituals and ancestry. The Garinagu display remarkable resiliency in their
quest to maintain their cultural identity. Their resiliency is demonstrated through the ways in
which they navigate their world that constantly changes through the many moves, disruptions
and setbacks that they experience and share. Garifunaduaü pays homage to the principles of

caring, daring, sharing and family. Rituals and ancestry provides for connection and
continuity.
Connection with traditional Garifuna communities as maintained through regular or
extended visits to traditional communities helped participants retain key cultural habits and
artifacts including fluency in the Garifuna language, participation in the rituals, and regular
preparation of traditional foods.
Smaller family sizes and a shrinking of the extended family are threatening cultural
practice. The rapidly increasing costs of rituals represent an existential threat to Garifuna
practices. Structure within an established zone is required for minority cultures to fend off the
dominance of larger cultures. Language learning at more advanced ages is more challenging
than learning in early life. Understanding how they learn provides an avenue to reach them
especially where there is a desire to address pressing social and health issues. Implications
pertain to how minority groups in a shared area build relations and learn from each other.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
In the United States, the month of February is observed as Black history month, and
the period 15 September to 15 October is recognized as Latino/Hispanic month. These
periods are used to highlight the history of these minority groups and their notable
contributions and accomplishments, not just to the United States, but also in other regions of
the world. Often times, the accomplishments of these individuals and groups are buried or the
peoples’ backgrounds are concealed (Dei, 2002). Consistent with actions concerning land and
property rights, Dei (2002) suggests that such knowledge is often incorporated and claimed by
more dominant groups. Such actions help to perpetuate the continued marginalization of
minority groups. Dei uses the term “cultural imperialism” to describe the situation wherein,
through volume or preference, Western ideologies suffocate non-Western epistemologies.
The prevalence of Western or dominant epistemologies effectively serves to reproduce
and perpetuate feelings and beliefs of inferiority that are attributed towards the marginalized
groups and individuals. In Belize, the month of November brings attention to the Garinagu,
one of this country’s minority groups. The Garinagu trace their history to the Caribbean
island of St. Vincent (Flores, 2001; Gonzalez, 1983). Previously referred to as “Caribs”, the
Garinagu are the product of relationships between Africans and indigenous Arawaks who
inhabited the region. The word Garifuna is used to indicate a single member of the group and
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also their spoken language. Recognition activities culminate with ceremonies on November
19th in which their arrival is re-enacted. November 19th is a national holiday which marks the
group’s official arrival on Belize’s southern shores. Among Belizeans, Garinagu represent
the country’s current cultural leaders and national identity. This group is the only one in the
country for which a national holiday is established.
Recognition periods, like the aforementioned, also present opportunities to become
acquainted with aspects of the group’s culture, practice, and ways of knowing. Although the
attention may sometimes be coveted by the group itself, such situations often treat the group
in focus as exotic species under the microscope, rather than subjects with compelling stories
to share (Haynes-Writer, 2008). At other times, the efforts are geared more toward appeasing
outsiders, including tourists, and appear to be flash moments in the group’s history (HaynesWriter, 2008; Roessingh & Bras, 2003). These stories provide insights on many aspects of
life, such as how they learn, what they learn, from whom they learn, and the tools and
methods used to facilitate learning. Where formal institutions are lacking, the Garinagu ways
of knowing and learning occur informally, routinely, and often remain obscure.
Given these research interests, I opted to return to this community to gain a better
understanding of the nature of their learning. Among the Garifuna, most of the exchange of
information regarding the group’s cultural practices and norms are transmitted informally.
This dissertation is a qualitative study that explored informal learning among the Garinagu of
Western Belize. In order to understand the underlying dynamics of learning that occurs in the
midst of the participants’ daily lives this study applies the approaches that are used to examine
the field of education, oral history, and those applied to studying anthropology.
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In depth interviews were used to elicit information from twenty participants in this
ethnography (Seidman, 2006; Spradley, 1979). The snowball sampling technique was used to
expand the participant field from an initial field of five to the eventual total of twenty
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Li, 2008; Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, & Namey, 2005).
Coding involved a combination on in vivo coding and descriptive codes (Emerson, Fretz, &
Shaw, 2011; Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). Data analysis relied primarily on constant
comparative methodology (Brown, 2005; Miles & Huberman, 1984; Thomas, 2006).
As a young child growing up in Western Belize, I had frequent moments of feeling
inadequate within my surrounding and also disconnected from it. My family was one of a
very small population of Garinagu living in the area. Racial stereotypes were rampant and
discrimination was the norm, yet, we found ways to persevere. I can recall one particular
situation when my standard six (eighth grade) teacher approached me asking whether one
such stereotype, relating to the process of eating a particular food, was true. Can you eat fish
putting it in from one side of your mouth with the bones coming out the other? The frequent
questions about my knowledge of the Garifuna language brought feelings of inadequacy and
shame. Garifuna is the mother tongue of my parents and both pairs of grandparents, a
language in which I could hardly recognize a word. Unlike the participants in Bonner’s
(2001) study whose shame came from speaking their language, my shame came from my
inability to speak my language.
With respect to discrimination in the school environment, the chorus was usually to
“beat them” in class. The act of “beating them” was never intended to be with the use of
physical force, but rather to outperform the others intellectually. Outperforming “them” was
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instead expected to do violence to their egos and ways of thinking. My aunt believed that our
resiliency would be manifested in part, through our successes, especially in the classroom.
While there was no pressure to lead the class, what was always stressed was for us to put forth
our best effort.
During this time, many Garinagu children throughout Belize were being raised by
aunts and uncles, elder siblings, grandparents and single parents. Families regularly sacrificed
togetherness for economic opportunities by traveling to the United States (U. S.) and Great
Britain in search of employment or better opportunities (DeFay, 2004; Miller, 1993; Nanton,
1999; Palacio, 2001). Such was my experience. Both of my parents migrated to the United
States when I was a toddler. As a result of my parents’ decision, I was raised by my aunt and
uncle. The physical absence of my biological parents would, from time to time, become an
issue for children who believed that they held an advantage because they had their parents
around and I, or we, including my brothers, did not have ours.
Rather than seeing my situation as a problem or deficiency, I saw it as an advantage. I
saw myself as having two sets of parents: one set which provided immediate guidance,
support, discipline and protection; and the other set which provided financial support and a
more distanced, somewhat objective type of parenting. This distanced parenting involved a
lot of letter writing and telephone calls.
Although I claimed two sets of parents, all of the support that I received that came
from outside of my aunt and uncle’s home came directly from my mother. In every sense she
was a single parent. Although my mother was a single parent, I had the structure of a
mother/father household. In my aunt and uncle’s household, I was one of eleven children,
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including my three brothers, who my aunt and uncle worked tirelessly to raise. My aunt
married a man who was not a Garifuna. This arrangement impacted our abilities and
opportunities to learn the Garifuna language and to immerse ourselves into our cultural
practices. Interracial relationships, absent parents, extended family relationships, and nontraditional families, all contribute toward shaping culture and the transmission of cultural
artifacts (Palacio, 1987). Consequently, these structures encompass the modern day families
and the environment within which culture is learned, preserved, and proliferated.
I wanted to learn because I often felt like an outsider whenever I was in the region of
the country where Garinagu were much more predominant. I also wanted to learn more about
my culture in part to live up to the expectations which the community had for me. In those
areas, not understanding the language was almost criminal and rendered one a source for
ridicule. Other times, those who spoke and understood the language would converse in the
language and do so in a manner which made them appear to have no regard for those who did
not understand. At the time I thought of it as being selfish and inconsiderate.
I was searching for belonging. I wondered why it was that most of the people that I
heard speaking Garifuna were the Garinagu who had recently relocated to the area. It seemed
to me that the longer Garinagu stayed in the newly adopted area, the more likely they were to
abandon their Garifuna language and culture. It appeared that abandoning their prior known
and accepted Garifuna culture was their way of belonging to and immersing in their newly
adopted community.
Both of my parents were very proud Garinagu who seized every opportunity to speak
the Garifuna language, brag about the culture, and share their experiences; however, given the
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previously discussed situation in my home, I never learned the language and consider myself
fairly ignorant of the culture. My children know little or nothing about the culture. How
could this be? As I pondered this question, it became very easy to try and lay blame on
others. I also reckoned that the few Garinagu youth in the area also seemed to be distancing
themselves from their cultural and linguistic heritage. I soon realized that as an adult, I now
have great control over my ignorance.
I became interested to know how it came about that many in my generation were
becoming strangers to the language, customs and traditions of our parents. I pondered what
could be done to reverse the apparent trend of cultural abandonment. The conditions that
facilitated this estrangement demand exploration. Understanding this situation, I believed,
would shed insight into the ways that culture is learned, shared and perpetuated.
In the process of trying to answer these questions, I soon learned that this situation
was not limited to Garinagu, but instead, many smaller and indigenous groups face a similar
dilemma in the midst of globalization and mega systems, and the domination of a few
languages (de Jong, 2009; Devonish, 2007; Hale et al., 1992; Herman & Chomsky, 1988;
Walsh, 2005).
It is virtually impossible to identify Garinagu from creoles in Belize (DeFay, 2004;
Miller, 1993). Identification is usually self-made or only after the individual speaks using the
Garifuna language (Bonner, 2001). Although language use and knowledge are usually good
indicators of Garifuna identity, they are not the only indicators. As I previously stated, I do
not speak the language but I self-identify as Garinagu. Very few non-Garinagu can speak the
language.
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By the time I migrated to the United States, a cultural revival had started among
Garinagu but this trend seemed to have missed the geographic area in which I grew up. Even
here in the US, I was able to learn about other Garinagu communities that were actively trying
to preserve their culture. As I ventured down the path toward a doctoral degree, I struggled
with finding something I wanted to invest significant time learning. After what seemed like a
long search, the content, process and requirements of one particular graduate course returned
me to my childhood. My interest and passion for understanding my race, culture, and
ethnicity resurfaced. I became interested in understanding how some families seem to be able
to maintain aspects of their culture while others have not. Understanding how some families
maintain their cultural heritage requires, among other things, an analysis of their ways of
learning, their methods of knowledge transfer and an understanding of the environment within
which they exist.
Reviewing Paulo Freire’s (1970) Pedagogy of the Oppressed, I started to gain an
understanding of how power, literacy, and language choice among Garinagu were related to
oppression and subjugation. Freire shared a multitude of experiences that I too share,
including the role of the Catholic Church in our education. Religion has been used both to
promote social equality and in some situations, to maintain the status quo. In other situations,
religion has been implicated in the persecution of humankind. Ideas advanced by other
critical theorists including Giroux (1978, 1983), McKnight (1995), and Harris (1993) have
also influenced my direction.

8
Background of the Study
This ethnographic study draws from the broad fields of education, oral history and
anthropology with focus primarily from strands of literature on socialization, culture and
informal learning. Informal learning is recognized as the initial and most basic form of
learning to which every human being is exposed (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky contends that
from birth to death, human beings continue to learn.
Even where formal learning institutions are lacking, Freire (1970), through literary
circles, demonstrated that people continue to learn in manners which enable them to function
within their particular space or societies. Literary circles are used in participatory learning
wherein persons uilize everyday tools, societal and family roles, artifacts and dialogue in a
democratic process to produce their own learning materials. Although literary circles may
lead to some formalities in the learning process, they build on the informal learning acquired
by learners over their lifetime. The incorporation of formal and informal elements of learning
into the knowledge production process helps the learner understand the various relationships
and combinations involved in the learning process (Arenas, Reyes, & Wyman, 2009).
Freire’s (1970) approach to learning placed great emphasis on power relations and the
role of language in projecting and preserving positions of power. Language, he proposes, is a
tool with which a person relates to the world. Vygotsky (1978) asserts that speech and
thought are directly co-dependent with speech being the manifestation of thought. Ismail and
Cazden (2005) contend that the thought process captured and generated in language is crucial
to “imparting cultural values” (p. 89). Archer and Cottingham (1996) examined some
Freirean based participatory rural appraisal (PRA) programs in Bangladesh, Uganda and El
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Salvador. They contend that participatory procedures to learning shift control of knowledge
production from mainstream sources to indigenous sources (Blodgett, Schinke, Smith, Peltier,
& Pheasant, 2011).
Archer and Cottingham (1996) noted that in their examination of the Re-generated
Freirean Literacy through Empowerment Techniques (REFLECT) programs, prior to
engaging in REFLECT, Ugandan citizens were ashamed to speak their unwritten Lubwisi
language. Following participation in REFLECT, “there is a sense of pride in the language”
and “the language itself is now getting a momentum” (p. 47). This new found pride helps to
perpetuate marginalized languages and groups. This finding is aligned with dynamics among
Garinagu in Belize, language has also manifested as a source of shame (Bonner, 2001). This
shame has led many youth to abandon that part of their identity Shame can bring discomfort
and inhibit learning (Reyles, 2007; Scheff, 2000,2003).
For Freire (1970), the success of learning and literacy rests with the learner taking
concrete measures in the fight for social justice and liberation. This position acknowledges
the non-neutrality of learning. Aligned with this position is the belief that learning needs to
be “meaningfully related to their lives” (Archer & Cottingham, 1996, p. 47). In the Freirean
model, learning is accompanied with the learner’s increased self-confidence, or a “sense of
dignity and self respect” (p. 52).
Mundy and Compton (1991) point to the merging of indiginous knowledge to solve
developmental problems and increase productivity and living standards. They acknowledge
that most indigenous knowledge is not published, but instead resides in people’s heads. In
these cases, word of mouth is the medium used to transfer the information and connect
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generations on a continuum. This method of sharing information through routine and
unscripted conversations represents an aspect of informal ways of learning.
Merriam, Courtney, and Baumgartner (2003) studied learning among witches, a
marginalized cultural group. Often times, marginization of groups can be attributed to the
stigmatization of their beliefs or practices, the persecution or perceived persecution of their
members, and being shunned by established institutions within the greater society. Because
these groups operate in the shadows of societies, dissemination of their knowledge through
mainstream channnels becomes difficult and at times impossible. Among the witches,
Merriam et al. (2003) identified “observation, learning through doing, experimentation and
making mistakes” as critical to learning how to become a witch (p. 179). Finally, they advise
that a “suppportive, safe and accepting” environment was essential to facilitate “significant
learning” among marginalized groups (p. 187).
Problem Statement
Informal learning has not been researched adequately in the context of culture and
ethnicity among minority groups. Little is known about learning among the Garinagu of
Western Belize. Much of the research on informal learning has focused on its contributions to
the labor market, economic systems, and the commoditization of learning. Such foci
inherently insert a particular bias into the analytical lens (Ratcliff, 2008). The focus on
economic systems discounts some of the more routine and mundane learning that occurs:
learning for or in the process of belonging. The changing society which finds many families

11
with two working parents and other families headed by single parents make studying informal
learning, as it relates to work and commodification, a natural focus for this study.
Three major concentrations used to examine informal learning are experiential (Eraut,
2000; Illeris, 2007; Kolb & Kolb, 2005; Zepke & Leach, 2002), self-directed (Brockett &
Hiemstra, 1991; Livingstone, 1999; Smith, 1982) and incidental (Liu, 2007; Marsick &
Volpe, 1999; Marsick & Watkins, 2001; Taylor, 2006). Yet while workers spend significant
portions of their lives in work environments, much of their informal learning occurs outside of
those environments. People often spend more time occupying a multitude of roles in these
other environments. Additionally, marginalized groups within these environments frequently
go unnoticed. Outside of labor and commodification, research involving minority groups is
often driven by outsiders imposing their belief system, experiences, and other biases upon
those being researched. These situations combine to provide opportunities for additional
research on informal learning.
Although Garinagu have been the focus of an increasing volume of research, none to
date has focused on informal learning within their community. The current scholarship on the
state of the Garinagu shows a range of conflicts. Whereas some scholars suggest a decline in
cultural traditions (Wilk 1999; Woods, Perry, & Steagall, 1997), and the use and utility of the
language (Bonner, 2001; Devonish, 2007; Ravindranath, 2008), others such as Alvarez (2008)
and Servio-Mariano (2010) suggest a steady and continued rise in cultural traditions. In the
Belizean context, opportunities for formal Garifuna cultural education are lacking. As such,
the transmission and sustenance of this culture has rested extensively on informal modes of
teaching and learning. Much of the intricacies that encompass daily living and learning
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remain untold. The roles of the family and the community are crucial to facilitating learning.
The lack of formal systems to support cultural learning makes the Garinagu an ideal group for
examining their informal ways of learning.
Much of the research on informal learning among minorities focuses on assimilation,
acculturation, and adaptation within the dominant culture. However, research is wanting on
the process by which minority communities decide what aspects of its culture to protect and
preserve and which to discard. My interest in this research rests less on commoditization and
more on processes and relationships. Among minority groups, such learning is profound and
can be critical to their identity formation and survival (Merriam et al., 2003).
This research focuses on informal learning in the maintenance and preservation of
culture. By exploring the lives of members of a small and manageable Garifuna community,
this study seeks to add to the literature on informal learning.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this research is to explore the use and manifestation of informal
learning methods in the preservation and maintenance of culture among the Garinagu of
Western Belize. This ethnographic approach to understanding informal learning draws
attention to relationships that are cultivated through routine daily interactions, connections
and chores. These relationships have long been a key component of the learning process.
A secondary purpose for this ethnography is to give voice to a silent and often
unrepresented sector of the Belizean society. Historically, Garinagu in Belize and throughout
Central America have faced relentless discrimination and marginalization (Conzemius, 1928;
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Greene, 2002; Lewis, 1999). The challenges associated with these experiences reign
prominently is how they practice and preserve their way of life. By peering into the lives of
these individuals, this study seeks to add to the literature on informal learning and the
maintenance of culture.
Research Questions
The questions are clearly a reflection of my interests and they guide the direction and
focus of my inquiry. I tried to make them broad enough to encompass both formal and
informal relationships in the field. The breadth of the research questions was designed to
position me to be able to decipher contextual meanings, to collect information across various
spectra of events, and to allow me to examine occurrences throughout a variety of systems
(Erickson, 1986). Therefore, the questions, which reflect my perspectives and interests, also
enabled me to elicit information about the object of the investigation.
The central research question is: How is informal learning manifested among the
Garinagu of Western Belize? The search for answers to this question was guided by the
following specific research questions:
1. How do Garinagu engage in informal learning activities?
2. How is identity cultivated?
3. How is culture maintained?
This research effort assumes that participants will want to share their experience, and
that they will be honest when sharing this information and their recollections. A second
assumption is that race is a central issue in cultural practice.
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Significance
Prevailing scholarship on the Garinagu in Belize centers on the topics of
discrimination (Barnett, 2001; Lundgren, 1992), ethnicity (Haug, 1998; Matthei & Smith,
2008), family structure (Gonzalez, 1965; Palacio, 1987), labor (Medina, 1998; Moberg,
1990) language (Devonish, 2007; Joseph, 2003; Langworthy, 2002; Ravindranath, 2008;
Taylor, 1948), and migration (Babcock & Conway, 2000; DeFay, 2004; Palacio, 2001),
examined through the prism of anthropologists. An equally important and yet less developed
aspect of research is that of music. Greene (1998, 2002) and Stone (2008) have completed
work on this aspect and detailed the rise of punta rock, a derivative of punta music and
dancehall reggae, created by Delvin “Pen” Cayetano (Cayetano, 2001).
The research studies reviewed were primarily qualitative. These studies employed
various combinations of tools such as direct observation, participant observation, surveys,
interviews, researcher fieldnotes, review of literature, and reviews of archival data. Very few
research articles deviated from these norms. Where deviations occurred, they centered on
language syntax (Devonish & Castillo, 2001; Joseph, 2003; Ravindranath, 2008) and
cognition (Gauvain & Munroe, 2009), and were quasi-experimental. These studies all
focused on Garinagu living in the southeastern half of the country, the region with the largest
Afro descendant (Creole and Garifuna) populations. The first known of its kind, this current
undertaking deviates from previous studies and focuses on Garinagu in a region in Belize
where they are less represented. As scholars, Garinagu voices are not well represented in
these studies. Among the Garinagu, a touch of personal experience emanates from every
research article.
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The history of Garinagu in Belize and other Central American hinterlands is filled
with tension. On the one hand, this marginalized group has suffered immensely from neglect,
discrimination, and negative stereotyping (Conzemius, 1928; Greene, 2002; Lewis, 1999).
On the other hand, unlike the roles minorities in other societies share, Belizean Garinagu have
held influential positions in government and have been major players in the education arena.
In addition, they are held in high regards as educators and civil servants. The Garinagu have
travelled throughout the country filling positions in the fields of education and civil service
(Barnett, 2001; Shoman, 2010; Stone, 2008). As they traveled, many Garinagu have learned
other cultures and languages to navigate their new environments (Flores, 2001). The history
of the Garifuna of Belize will be covered in greater detail in the next chapter.
By creating a broad database of information, the musical and anthropological lenses
have laid the foundation for examining Garifuna learning. However, the information has not
been united in such a manner as to understand the cultural ways of informal learning among
Garinagu. Although the anthropological prism acknowledges the presence of learning, it does
not differentiate the type of learning that occurs and the context within which that learning
occurs. This missing element is important especially when examining societies which have a
history of being denied opportunities for formal learning and education. The experiences and
communication styles of these societies and communities are seldom included in formal
education concepts and contexts. This exclusion is especially noticeable among Western
educational systems.
With an education prism, my current effort deviates from other lenses used to explore
the Garifuna experience. My approach gives attention to the learning process, its formation
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and its transformation over time, and the purposes for learning. The findings may have
implications for other racial, ethnic, religious minorities, and marginalized sectors of society.
By peering into the lives of this group of individuals, through an education centered
point of view, this study seeks to add to the literature on the sociocultural context of informal
learning and the maintenance of culture. This effort seeks to shed light on some coping
mechanisms this group employed which enabled them to function within their environment.
Findings of this research may help to generate renewed appreciation for sociocultural
differences as a way to improve tolerance and civility. Additionally, this research may have
implications for marginalized groups including ethnic, social, cultural, religious organizations.
Cultural preservation strategies revealed in this study may provide additional information on
understanding issues of resiliency. Finally, this research may contribute to the approaches
formal learning systems can employ to engage learners, especially those who are not
entrenched in Western methods or systems of learning.
Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework guiding this research focused on informal learning and
drew from Shugurenski’s (2000) conceptualization of the forms of informal learning. This
conceptualization provides distinction between education and informal learning. It simplifies
informal learning as either intended or unintended.
Shugurensky (2000) posits informal learning as that which occurs outside the realm of
nonformal and formal educational programs and institutions. Collaboration and consultations
between educational institutions and other non education centered institutions to develop
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specific training programs also fall under the umbrellas of formal and non-formal education.
Within the boundaries of theses institutions, learning can occur parallel to but outside the
intended or prescribed learning. What makes the learning informal in these situations is that
when curricula, institutional instructors, or institutional locations exist, learning occurs
outside those contexts or constraints. The resultant learning that occurs outside of the
established parameters could be diametrically opposed to the intended learning.
Shugurenski’s (2000) conceptual map of informal learning posits self direction and
socialization on the extremes and incidental learning in the middle. In this map, self-directed
learning is intentional and a consciously made decision. Incidental learning is unintentional.
Although this learning occurs unintentionally, the learner is aware of the learning that
transpires. Socialization involves the internalization of everyday events including reflection
on prior experiences in order to gain understanding.
One aspect of self directed learning involves seeking out role models or other
individuals the learner believes to be authorities on the subject matter (Smith, 1982).
Whenever one chooses to learn from someone else, the learner does so partly because he/she
holds the learning source to a position of authority on the matter being learned. This aspect is
not to suggest that sponteneity does not exist in informal learning or learning opportunities;
rather, it suggests that spontaneous opportunities are encompassed within the scope of
learning.
The opportunity to coexist in a society is a matter of fairness and equality (Habermas,
2005b). This existence depends upon the ability and opportunity to learn and preserve one’s
culture. For example, with only one elementary school teaching the Garifuna language within
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the nation, formal opportunities for preservation of culture is lacking. Informal learning then,
becomes paramount in the preservation and the spread of this culture and others like it which
may be facing a similar predicament.
The following section lists definitions to key terms that were essential to
understanding the people who are the focus of this research. These terms and definitions are
provided mindful that translations cannot always fully capture the essence, power, totality and
nuances of these words when they are used in the natural flow of Garifuna language
communication.
Definitions
Buyei

Spiritual leader

Carib

An older term used for Caribbean natives including the Garinagu. This term is
used when referencing older research about the group.

Dabuyaba

place where religious rituals are performed

Dugu

Garifuna religious ceremony which honors the dead

Gapencili

Persons with higher level of formal education

Garifuna

Language and singular form for members of a distinct ethnic group
formed in St. Vincent from the intermarriage of Island Caribs and
former African slaves

Garinagu

Plural word for Garifuna

Gayusa

Lead singers for ritual ceremonies

Mapencili

Persons with limited formal education
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Oweha

A state of trance experienced while participating in Garifuna cultural ritual
wherein the body of the participant is temporarily occupied by or under the
influence of an ancestral spirit.

Owehani

Person who is experiencing the oweha.
Summary

The Garinagu community represents a small section of the Belizean population. Their
culture is distinct from that of other communities in the country. Formal educational
institutions that teach their culture and language are lacking and as such, these people rely
extensively on informal ways of learning and knowing, in order to maintain their culture.
This research is guided by the works of Freire (1970, 1974) and Vygotsky (1978), and a
sociocultural framework will guide the process of understanding informal learning as it is
manifested among the Garinagu of Western Belize.
The next chapter looks at the history of the Garinagu leading up to their adoption of
Belize as a homeland. Forcibly removed from their ancestral lands, this group has relied on a
variety of methods to maintain a distinct and separate identity while also co-existing in new
societies. These efforts have relied heavily on informal ways of learning.

CHAPTER TWO
A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE GARIFUNA
The story of the Garifuna is one of resistance (Beckles, 2008; Flores, 2001; Matthei &
Smith, 2008), adaptation (Huling, 2004; Servio-Mariano, 2010), marginalization (Bonner,
2001), and survival (Alvarez, 2008; DeFay, 2004). Their history, especially those of
resistance and of never being enslaved, has been passed on orally from generation to
generation.
Arawaks, who migrated from South America to inhabit the Caribbean, established
communities on many Caribbean islands (Beckles, 2008; Gonzalez, 1983; Sweeney, 2007).
Among those Arawak groups were the Caribs who inhabited the island of Saint Vincent prior
to the 1492 arrival of the European colonizers. Although Africans inhabited the America’s
and the Caribbean prior to the Columbus expeditions (Muilenburg, 1999; Van Sertima, 1992),
their numbers were not large enough to significantly alter the demography of the region. The
introduction to the region, of Africans who were enslaved at the hands of Europeans in the
inhumane business-labor system, drastically altered the African population, the history, and
the make-up of the Carib communities (Beckles, 2008).
Some of these Africans who actively refused to acquiesce to the European system of
servitude, savagery and militarism, succeeded and escaped bondage. At the same time, the
Caribs sustained their rejection of the subservience role reserved for them by the European
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intruders (Beckles, 2008; Le Breton, 1998). Their shared refusal to serve European greed,
exploitation and feeling of entitlement, combined with their will to survive in freedom,
facilitated Carib acceptance of Africans in their community (Foster, 1987; Le Breton, 1998).
Their active rejection of slavery at the hands of Europeans naturally united the Caribs and the
free Africans. This unity resulted in a formidable resistance which incorporated “the fighting
qualities of both races” (Fenger, 1917, p. 42). This unity led to miscegenation between the
free Africans and the native Caribs which led to the formation of a new ethnic group called
the Garifuna (Foster, 1987; Palacio, 2001; Sweeney, 2007).
As a distinct group, the Garinagu possess a separate cultural identity (Davis &
Goodwin, 1990; Foster, 1987), complete with its own language, food, and religious rituals
(Flores, 2001). Rituals are “aesthetic, ceremonial expressions of institutional values” which
also serve as “opportunities for building community, for celebrating roots and traditions, [and]
for underscoring continuity and coherence” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 201). The
language is gendered along the lines of its ethnic make-up (Davis & Goodwin, 1990;
Devonish, 2007). The feminine aspect is associated primarily with the Carib component and
the masculine aspect is associated with the African component (Bonner, 2001; Gonzalez,
1965)
In 1797, more than 300 years after the first arrival of the Europeans, the Garinagu
succombed to the British, who were joined by enslaved Africans, following a deadly fever
epidemic in which more than 85% of the Caribs infected died (Gonzalez, 1983; Sweeney,
2007). During this particular epidemic, the British and the enslaved Africans each suffered a
5% mortality rate (Gonzalez, 1983). Gonzalez (1990) indicates that after a 4,000 troop
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reinforcement, augmented by arming Africans who were promised freedom as a reward for
fighting the Garinagu, “It was only superior enemy numbers and epidemic disease that finally
brought about their [the Garinagu] downfall in 1797” (p. 36).
Removed from Saint Vincent and taken to Baliceaux were 4,195 Black Caribs,
accompanied by 41 slaves belonging to them, and 102 Red Caribs (Gonzalez, 1983). As was
typical, the Europeans showed no mercy in destroying families. In Baliceaux, the different
Caribs were separated along their skin shade, with no regard for their kinship. Two thousand
two hundred and forty eight Garinagu embarked on the final trip to the Honduran island of
Roatan and a mere 2,026, less than half of those removed form Saint Vincent, completed the
trip. By dumping the Garinagu on Roatan, the British expected to strike fear in the hearts and
minds of the Spaniards who likely would have to engage a formidable enemy. Additionally,
the British in Belize had expected that, in defense of their colony, the Garinagu would be
grateful for their new homeland and join them in battles against the Spaniards.
Unlike the Europeans who arrived on the islands with hostile intententions, an aura of
arrogance, and a feeling of entitlement, the Garinagu, upon their arrival in Honduras, sought
to establish peaceful relationships and soon allied with the Spanish (Gonzalez, 1990). This
relationship, which was solidified when the Garinagu helped to return Roatan from the
antagonistic British to the Spanish, horrified the British who at that time had a small
settlement in Belize. The horror which the British felt stemmed from their experience battling
the Garinagu who had a reputation as fierce and unyielding warriors (Gonzalez, 1990), and
the constant attacks from the Spaniards to which the British in Belize had become
accustomed.

23
Considered astute warriors, they struck fear in the hearts of their technologically
superior European foes and other indigenous communities in the Caribbean (Beckles, 2008;
Foster, 1987). Their demise on the island of Saint Vincent resulted from a combination of
epidemic disease, British and French military activities and the recruitment and use of
enslaved Africans, by the British, in wars against the Garifuna. Although the Garinagu were
ultimately defeated, many of their military strategies are now commonplace in modern
militaries (Gonzalez, 1990).
Though not specifically credited, their military acumen has been incorporated into
military policies and strategies in use today. For example, the current US military policy of
leaving no one behind, dead or alive (U.S. Army, 2005), was first noticed by the British, well
before the US war for independence. During that time, the British seldom could find Garifuna
casualties of war because they, the Garinagu, would not leave their dead behind (Gonzalez,
1990). This made it difficult for the aggressors to assess the damage that they were inflicting
upon the locals. Attacking while in retreat was a strategy they used, arguably, to help keep
enemies at bay and limit Garinagu casualties. At a time when wars were primarily fought in
the daylight, Garinagu warriors often attacked at night. This strategy has been very poignant
in recent US military engagements. Rather than amassing large numbers of fighters, they
often used small, strong and agile teams, usually for quick strike and departure. In the US
military, elite tactical teams, such as special forces are designed partly on such premise. The
Obama administration has made such forces a major military area of focus (National Defense
Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2010, 2009).
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Finally, the Garinagu strategies for fast paced, long distance paddling are used in
modern day kayaking. LeBreton (1998), who lived among the Caribs during the period 1693
through 1702, wrote that Europeans used longer paddles and paddled with their backs toward
their intended direction while the Caribs faced their intended direction and used shorter
paddles. The paddle length forced the Europeans to extend their arms while the Caribs, with
shorter paddles were able to bend their arms. This difference in equipment and strategy
allowed the latter to dig into the water with their paddles with more power and at a more rapid
pace. The rapid pace and the ability to see where they were going increased the Carib’s
efficiency navigating the waters. Combined, these military strategies allowed the Garinagu to
hold ground against the European forces who outnumbered them, for more than 300 years
after their first encounter (Gonzalez, 1990).
The Garifuna’s defeat to the British and their subsequent role in helping the Spanish
gain control of Roatan from British antagonists, one can deduce, may have influenced later
Garifuna relationships with the British, their slaves, and the freemen in Belize. Discriminated
against and relegated to undesired areas along the coast (Palacio, 2001), Garinagu were
denied the right to own land (Barnett, 2001). The European concept of owning nature,
including land, placed limitations on the Garinagu, as well as other groups that were
indigenous to the America’s and the Caribbean’s way of living and subsistence and their
ability to move around (Harris, 1993). Under the new regime, the ability to subsist was linked
to the right to own or lease land (Besson, 2003).
Having been recruited by both sides of the Central American war for independence,
the Garinagu found themselves facing each other. Rather than self-destructing, at the battle in
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Trujillo, Honduras, the Garinagu stood down and those seeking to overthrow the
Confederation eventually lost. Facing reprisals from the leader of the victorious side, many
Garinagu would leave Honduras and Guatemala and disperse along the Atlantic Coast of
Central America from Belize in the north to Nicaragua in the south.
Although there were sightings of Garinagu woodcutting in Belize as early as 1802
(Gonzalez, 1983), November 19, 1832 is recognized as the official arrival in Belize and is
celebrated as a national holiday. On that day, a group of forty people, including 28 adults, led
by Alejo Beni, landed on the coast of Stann Creek in southern Belize (Alvarez, 2008). This
landing is re-enacted annually as part of the holiday celebration commemoration.
The Garinagu population in Belize currently number about 13,985 or about 4.6% of
the country’s total population (Belize 2010 Population and Housing Census, 2011). These
figures represent a decline from the peak of 14,061 Garinagu or 6.1% of the 2000 population.
Tucked between the southern border of Mexico, the eastern border of Guatemala, and
bordered to its east by the Caribbean sea, where it is shielded by the largest barrier reef in the
western hemisphere, Belize is situted in the northern part of Central America (see Figure 1).
The only English speaking nation in this sub region, Belize traditionally shared more, and
identified, with its Caribbean neighbors and is a member of the Caribbean Community and
Common Market (CARICOM). More recently, with the influx of Central American refugees,
the country has shifted drastically toward Hispanization (Belize 2010 Population and Housing
Census, 2011; Howard, 2009; Ravindranath, 2008) and has become part of Sistema de
Integración Centro Americana (SICA) (translated as Central American Integration System).
Not unlike sentiments towards Garinagu in its other Central American neighbors, resentment
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Figure 1. Map of Belize.
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towards the Garinagu in Belize has been longstanding. A very narrow strip of Guatemalan
territory separates southern Belize form Honduras and together, they form part of what
Palacio (2005) aptly calls “A Nation Across Borders.”
Stann Creek District is one of six districts that make up the country of Belize. It is
bordered to the south by Toledo District which shares a southern and a western border with
Guatemala. To the east is the Caribbean Sea, the west is the Cayo District, and to the north is
Belize District. Cayo District joins Toledo to its south and southeast and Orange Walk to its
north, to form Belize’s western border with Guatemala. The northeastern third of the Cayo
District is bordered by Belize District, while the central region is bordered by Stann Creek
District. Corozal District sits atop the Belize and Orange Walk Districts and, along with the
northern third of Orange Walk district, forms Belize’s northern and northwestern border with
Mexico.
With an area of 8,867 square miles and a population of about 325,000 (2010 census),
by any measure, Belize is a small country. Its porous land borders, coupled with its reliance
on imported goods and its robust relationship with Mexico, puts the country in a position for
major cultural and linguistic influence from its larger Spanish speaking neighbors Mexico and
Guatemala (Barnett, Oliveira, & Johnson, 1989). This influence has been further
compounded with the massive inward migration of Central American refugees from
Nicaragua, Honduras and El Salvador due to wars and strife in the 1980s (Everitt, 1984;
Moberg, 1990).
The subject of increasing inquiries, research on the Garinagu has often been conducted
by outsiders newly entering the community, many of whom are non-Garinagu. Information
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exchange here involves what Spradley (1979) refers to as “two different cultural meaning
systems” (p. 83). The researcher relies on her/his group’s system (Barnhardt & Kawagley,
2005). As is tradition with academia, these scholars have examined work previously
conducted by scholars in the field.
The act of building on “existing knowledge” or standing on the “shoulders of those
who have gone before”, entrenches and validates such scholars and their works (Heath, Street,
& Mills, 2008, p. 52). If scholarship stems from a biased and agenda-driven point of view,
then accepting what was written by predecessors simply perpetuates fallacies (Haynes-Writer,
2008). Perceptions, policies, and laws can follow and lead to institutionalizing such fallacies.
Among the falacies worth questioning is that of the Garinagu being cannibals.
The notion of cannibalism can be attributed to language misunderstandings
(Conzemius,1928; Moore, 1973; Myers, 1984). Where the Spanish language lacked a term
for “caribs” they created the word “caribales” and “caribes.” Initialy, the term “caribes” was
used to mean “fierce, brave, daring, courageous people” (Myers, p. 149). These words were
later corrupted to “canibales” the word for canibals. Myers suggests that the idea of
cannibalism may be attributed to the fear that Taino’s had of the Caribs. With much more
contact among their fellow Europeans, the canibal translation spread across European beliefs
and came to define a group of people whom the Europeans encountered in the Caribbean.
Gutierrez and Rogoff (2003) explain that irresponsible writing can be curtailed and possibly
prevented if people avoid generalizing about groups of people. Sweeping generalizations are
made against some groups of people, but not others. For example, mainstream literature that
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classifies European colonizers as murderous imbesils is difficult to find, even though they
committed heinous crimes.
Referring to Garinagu as cannibals appears to be a deliberate effort to misrepresent
and villify a people (Moore, 1973). Myers (1984) surmises that “exploitative Spanish
interests were well served by [the] portrayal of [Garifuna] as sub-human savages” (p. 175).
The Garinagu’s ability to withstand European aggression likely added incentives to mischaracterize this group. The claim of cannibalism was likely a call for help and alliance
among their fellow Europeans (Beckles, 2008) in an effort to enslave or exterminate (Myers,
1984) the Garinagu and steal their land. Although the fallacies have been debunked, once
written, they continue to live. Erickson (1986) contends that rather than die, “the older and
newer paradigm tend to coexist” (p. 120), even if on life support with only occasional
instances for reference.
Such was the case when I commenced this project. One day, my daughter was
attending elementary school in Los Angeles asked me if it is true that Garinagu were
cannibals. This information was presented as factual in a reecent class (Moore, 1973). The
Los Angeles area has one of the largest Garinagu populations in the United States (Huling,
2004; Miller, 1993; Straughan, 2004). The information was presented in conjunction with the
recognition of and preparation for Belize’s celebration of Garifuna Settlement Day. This
experience with my daughter, the portrayal of my people, became part of my motivation as I
approached this dissertation reseach. The evidence fails to support the claims of cannibalism.
Abu-Lughod (1993) challenges the critical ethnographer to examine the power issues
involved in these statements. These issues and the manner in which such images are used to
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generalize and portray “others” must be challenged. Consequently, such statements of facts
must be confronted…and buried.
My decision to address negative stereotypes attributed to Garinagu through my current
research was also bolstered by an encounter I had on one occasion while I was visiting Belize.
In this exchange, the gentleman described to me how Garinagu in Seine Bight killed and ate
dogs as part of their ritual. He was referring to a dugu ceremony that he came upon. The
dugu is the premier religious ritual in Garifuna culture. It honors the ancestors and connects
them to the present generation. This individual had no idea that I self-identify as Garifuna. I
oppugned his assertion and immediately realized that such fallacies persist.
Today, in Garifuna communities across the diaspora, the Garifuna history is being
righted. Blodgett et al. (2011) suggest that through involvement in research on themselves,
marginalized and indigenous groups can “voice their thoughts and experience in meaningful
ways” and thereby contribute towards producing knowledge (p. 524). This new knowledge
can lead to social change. Garinagu scholars, with greater access to other Garifuna
communities throughout the diaspora, are reconstructing their history. Locals are less likely
to be perceived as purposed by the “impulse to know others in order to lambast them, better
manage them or exalt them” (Behar, 1996, p. 4).
Indigenous scholars assert that truths about injustices perpetuated against indigenous
peoples have largely been denied. Partly to right this wrong, many of these indigenous
scholars are taking a proactive role in examing “the effects of race, racism, and power in our
communities and on ourselves” to challenge oppression and prevalent mischaracterizations
(Haynes Writer, 2008, p. 3). This action is being accomplished to a great extent by examining
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their routine ways of living and knowing. But this reconstruction is not being done alone.
From seemingly “useless” artifacts (Palacio, 2009) to records and artifacts in museums and
archives around the globe, scholars, including many Garinagu and in some cases, their nonGarinagu spouses, are helping to provide new meanings and understandings to and about the
Garinagu and their communities. Archives in former colonial enterprising countries
represent information banks to decipher. Long buried documents in museums and archives
are now being used to corroborate oral histories.
The history of the Garinagu in their other Central American hinterland has been one of
a people dispossessed, discriminated against, uneducated, under-educated, and poor
(Gonzalez, 1970). While these characterizations are not unfamiliar to Belizean Garinagu, the
term uneducated is not generally assigned as a characteristic of this group. Rather, the
Belizean Garinagu community has led the efforts for cultural revival and preservation
throughout the Diaspora. The Belizean Garinagu community spearheaded the efforts that
ultimately led to the United Nations 2001 recognition of the group’s language, music and
dance as a Masterpiece of oral and intangible heritage, a designation aimed at preserving these
aspects of a groups’ culture (UNESCO, 2001).
Among Belize’s various ethnic groups, the Garinagu are recognized as devoted to
service. They have been recruited extensively for positions in education, clergy, military and
public service (Barnett, 2001; Straughan, 2004). These positions frequently required
temporary relocation throughout the country and often resulted in permanent relocation away
from the proximity of other Garinagu. Consequently, many of these individuals and families
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were often learning other cultures in their new communities while at the same time being
isolated from their more familiar Garifuna culture (Albaugh & Rolison, 1999).
Transfers and relocations presented opportunities for Garinagu to debunk some of the
unfounded and racist stereotypes associated with the culture and educate their new neighbors
about the group and its culture (Albaugh & Rolison, 1999). While these employment
opportunities proved fruitful economically for the individuals involved, they may have taken a
significant toll on the cultures of both the migrating units and the Garifuna communities left
behind. The outward migration of Garifuna professionals and intellectuals has created a
vacuum of positive mentors and leaders. Migration has also resulted in generational gaps
which threaten the survival of the Garifuna community and way of life.
Summary
This chapter covered a brief history of the Garifuna. This history included their defeat
on the island of St. Vincent, their subsequent banishment to the coast of Honduras and their
dispersal from that sanctuary. A brief history of the group is necessary in order to understand
its social and cultural contexts of learning. The next section will review the literature on
informal learning with a focus on minority and marginalized groups.

CHAPTER THREE
A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Three major fields inform the review of informal learning. These are the fields of
education, anthropology and oral history. The education field focuses on the process and
construct of learning (Freire, 1970; Illeris, 2007,2009; Shugurensky, 2000; Vygotsky, 1978),
whereas the anthropology field focuses on, among other areas, the cultural, social and
political dynamics of the community (Hicks, 2013; Kassebaum, 1984). The collaboration
between education, anthropology and oral history can best portray the complex functions of
the household (Moll, Amanati, Neff, & Gonzalez, 2005). In this collaboration, data collection
and analytical tools included a combination of open-ended interviews, life histories and case
studies. This totality is vital to understanding the individual or group’s ways of knowing,
doing, and teaching. Under this educational anthropology approach, visits to dwellings and
other places of encounter between the participants and the researcher are deliberate and
purposeful.
Finally, oral history tends to focus on events that closely impact the group and the
family. The stories that are passed down from generation to generation also tend to reveal a
person’s history with the community. This history often includes stories that scholars are
unwilling to record. For example, Baquedano-Lopez, Alexander, and Hernandez (2013)
noted that students’ perspectives of their parents’ contributions to their, the students’,
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education are seldom found in the literature (see p. 162). These researchers reported that
teachers’ perspectives of these immigrant parents as not caring very much about their
children’s education was well reported, although it was in stark contrast with what the
children at the center of the report believed or expressed. It can be argued that the absence of
these parents’ voices and perspectives is an exercise in power and a direct result of the fact
that these parents are not the scholars nor are they in a position of power to direct and
influence their inclusion.
Educational Contribution
The process of learning involves connecting information and building on prior
learning. Illeris (2007) asserts that learning involves an internal and an external process. The
external process accounts for the learner’s interaction with the environment; the internal
process is psychological. Herein, the learner tries to make sense of that which s/he has
witnessed. In addition to the two processes, three dimensions constitute learning: content,
incentive, and interactive. The content dimension accounts for the knowledge, skills and
abilities learned. The incentive dimension accounts for the mental energy that is required for
learning to occur. The interaction dimension includes the social dynamics that initiate the
learning process.
The timing for connections that result in learning cannot always be anticipated. These
connections can be revealed immediately or they may be realized after years or decades. The
connection may be gradual and sequential, or may come from a single event. When that
connection occurs, the individual may experience that eureka moment. This connection falls
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within what Illeris (2009) termed accommodative learning or transcendent learning.
Accommodative learning results from situations wherein the learner has internalized and
activity or experience and linked that new experience to prior knowledge. Cumulative
learning is that which generally occurs in childhood when the learner’s bank is in its infancy.
Assimilative learning is learning by addition to existing schemes. Eureka may come from
private thoughts or it may be triggered by other people’s words or actions. That moment
where the learner realizes that a connection is made may also be spurred on by other
environmental factors.
Freire (1974) identifies dialogue as a balanced and empowering medium of learning.
As part of the social process of learning, dialogue is a purposeful exchange of information
which leads to knowledge. Language is the power base that facilitates communication and the
transfer of information. Herein, learning is facilitated through an exchange of information
and the learner actively contributes to the learning direction. Since it is the medium through
which information is shared, language then simultaneously functions as a stimulant in the
individual’s thought process. Language in dialogue then represents a critical part of cultural
existence and relevance. Dialogue, flanked by its key components curiosity and interest, and
self-direction combine to form the core of informal learning.
As important as dialogue is to learning, Freire suggests that it is equally important to
recognize the power positions implicit in dialogues and the need for deliberate action to
mitigate this disparity (Freire & Macedo, 1995). In such cases, dialogue in learning is
political with the goal of obliterating oppressive structures common in education and society
(Foucault, 1972; Freire, 1970).
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Learning involves the employment of skills and abilities acquired over time for the
specific purpose of thinking about or understanding a variety of things, situations, or contexts
(Vygotsky, 1978). Learning has been triggered or initiated by a variety of sources and media
including radio, television, books, magazines, signs, billboards, and cyberspace. Although the
reasons and motivations for learning may be varied, what is constant is that the learner gains
some form of knowledge. The narrow set of learning media listed above presents numerable
learning opportunities across a broad spectrum of disciplines. Perhaps the most common and
accessible medium for learning derives from interaction between and among friends,
colleagues, co-workers, and family.
Recognizing the social and cultural aspects and the continuity of learning, Vygotsky
(1978) posits that learning brings life to the process of internal development. Internal
development occurs only when a human beings interact with their environment and in concert
with their peers. Vygotsky adds that “[l]earning is a necessary and universal aspect of the
process of developing culturally organized, specifically human, psychological functions” (p.
90). In other words, what is learned influences, and is influenced, by both the people around
the learner and the existent environment. The learning process involves connecting with the
world around the learner through the use of tools and the senses.
A sociocultural theory of learning builds on Vygostky’s (1978) theory of learning.
Sociocultural theory of learning recognizes the social dimensions of learning and the
influence of cultural artifacts in how the members of a group or society make meaning from
the interactions of the two. Given the latitude of sociocultural theory, the same tool in two
different societies may be viewed differently and connote different meanings. For example,
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when I attended high school, for every five demerits, a student would be awarded a “jug.”
Jug was the term for punishment that involved some form of manual labor designed to deter
or curtail the behavior that led to punishment. For male students, the punishment often meant
cutting a sizeable piece of the vegetation. The tool for cutting was predominantly a machete.
A few students who lived far away would bring their machete to school in the morning when
they arrived. Securing the machete’s from these students was never a thought. Although this
practice has ceased, bringing machetes to any school would be inconceivable in Western
countries today. The perceived levels of violence in the societies have helped to change the
meanings associated with the possession of a machete.
Habermas (2005a) describes society and knowledge as systems of self-preservation.
He proposes three prisms through which humans derive their realities. These viewpoints are:
information which increases technical power, interpretations which enable connections with
common traditions, and independent analysis. Herein, Habermas (2005a) describes the
system of cultural preservation as originating in the language, power, and work aspects of
socialization. The extent to which that society can incorporate emerging learning processes to
adapt to external threats or pressures will determine its ability to continue its existence.
Successfully integrating labor, language, and individuality manifests into the cultural lens
through which a society interprets and legitimizes itself. Habermas (2005b) suggests that
recognition of and respect for individual cultures is part of a democratic civic society.
Protests against and actions to subvert the effectiveness of discriminatory and unjust
practices against any marginalized group or individual can occur naturally as a byproduct of
civic solidarity. In situations where equality is lacking, Habermas (2005b) suggests the
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growth of a self correcting, and often self directed, learning process. This process is occuring
within the the Garifuna community. It is driven both by members within the community and
by outside personnel. The Garifuna community differs from other minority and discriminated
groups relegated to reservations in that this group considers itself a nation across borders.
Garifunas also have long held influential positions within the government. As such, political
and egalitarian frameworks applicable to these societies and communities would not fit the
Garinagu context.
The remainder of the chapter is divided into three main sections. The first section of
the review of literature covers the three broad types of learning. The second section addresses
anthropology’s contribution to understanding learning and education. The final section
highlights the role of oral history as an aspect of informal learning.
Types of Learning
The terms formal, informal, and non-formal are used to characterize learning types.
Together, these types comprise an individual’s lifelong learning experiences (La Belle, 1982).
A brief overview of formal and non-formal learning and a more in depth overview of informal
learning follows.
Formal Learning
The European Center for the Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP) (2014)
defines formal learning as organized learning that is facilitated in a structured environment
including formal education settings and in-company training, and it is designed for learning
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something predetermined. The learner enters this environment with the specific intention to
learn something. Formal learning typically has end points and often culminates with some
formal recognition including certificates and diplomas. Although generally viewed as
positive and uplifting for the learner, learning that occurs in formal contexts faces formidable
challenges.
Formal learning is often equated with distinct student-teacher relationships wherein
the teacher attempts to impart knowledge on the wanting student. Giroux’s (1983) criticism
of this system rests on the assertion that formal education serves to reproduce inequalities and
injustices in society. In the reproduction process, students are taught to accept roles that
society has prescribed for them. Lindeman (1989) finds that when this approach does not
make good use of learners’ prior experience, this method is insufficient and inappropriate for
adult learners.
Mason, Arnove, and Sutton (2001) used vocational training, standardization,
measurements of efficiency and control of curriculum as media to scrutinize the links between
formal education and the existent political and social systems. This relationship profoundly
impacts priorities for the institutions, the educators, and the learners. Commodification and
corporatization have unleashed immense pressures on formal learning institutions and
channeled them into narrowing the scope of learning that they facilitate (Giroux, 2009; Mason
et al., 2001). Through their philanthropic organizations, businesses have shaped the direction
and agenda of formal learning institutions. The stranglehold that corporations exercise over
educational institutions includes deciding what the most salient economic, educational,
political and social issues are, and prescribing the approaches necessary to resolve or
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reconcile those issues (Osei-Kofi, 2010). Illich (1971) asserts that formal learning systems
establish barriers to access and thereby priviledge some people over others. One result of this
privilege is classism which feeds a lifetime of disparity between the two sides of the divide.
Formal education, while it is enabling the correction of the prejudiced view of the
Garinagu, remains a threat to the Garinagu community and that of many other indigenous
groups. In trying to put scientific explanations to everything, formal education, often attempts
to ridicule, dismiss, and marginalize the beliefs and practices of indigenous groups (Dei,
2002; Harman, 1996). This attitude has resulted in a systematic and “historic inferiorization
of Indigenous experience and the devaluation of indigenous histories and cultures” resulting
in the “entrapment/enslavement of the human mind (Dei, 2002, p. 10). Much of this ridicule
comes from the ignorance on the part of those criticizing the practices.
Nonformal Learning
CEDEFOP (2014) defines nonformal learning as learning which the learner
deliberately pursues, through planned activities which are not explicitly designated as learning
activities. Perulli adds that non-formal learning occurs in concert with formal learning
systems. It may also be provided through structured activities in arenas where formal
education is not the primary mandate of the organization.
Colley, Hodkins and Malcolm (2002, p. 4) suggest that the wider “historical, social,
political and economic contexts of learning” require careful attention. Non-formal learning is
often seen as emancipator for the learner (Archer & Cottingham, 1996; Jansen &
Wildemeersch, 1998; LaBelle 2000; Schied, 1993). It often facilitates personal growth,
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organizing for liberation and citizenship. Non-formal learning is intentional learning that is
initiated to fulfill a specific purpose and therefore has contextual meaning. It is flexible,
learner centered and participatory, and makes use of local facilities and resources.
Eshach (2007) asserts that non-formal learning falls under two broad points of view:
constructivism and cultural constructivism. These approaches posit non-formal as relating to
the environment within which the learning is occurring. He suggests that four factors
influence non-formal learning. These factors are: personal, social, physical and
methodological. Personal factors include prior knowledge, attitude toward learning, and
motivation for learning. The social factors include the interactions in which the learner
engages and the influences stemming from people with whom the learner has contact. The
physical factors involve what the learner can sense. The instructional factors help to prepare
the learner for the learning effort that they will exert. These factors affect the learner from
both a cognitive and an affective perspective.
In his typology of non-formal learning, Eraut (2000) draws distinction among three
types of learning. These types are: implicit, reactive, and deliberative. In this typology,
elements of timing and intention are crucial to understanding non-formal learning. Implicit
learning is described at unintentional. Because this learning is unintentional, the learner is
unaware that it is occurring or has occurred. Conversely, because learners are unaware of
their learning, they may not know what they actually know. Unintentional learning becomes
part of the individual’s tacit knowledge base and rests there until some situation arises
wherein the individual gets to express that knowledge. This learning occurs primarily in
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social relationships and is materialized in the values, skills, and attitudes learners embrace or
display in their daily life.
Non-formal learning is seen as highly adaptable and totally learner centric (Eshach,
2007). Reactive learning occurs almost spontaneously. When individuals are in situations in
which they must act instantaneously, they do so aware of their actions but with no time for
planning. Though the resulting learning may have been unintentional, the learner gains
knowledge from the experience and is aware that some learning has occurred. Deliberative
learning is learning that is planned. As such, the learner is conscious of the activity in which
learning is intended or expected to occur. Shugurensky’s (2000) conceptualization of
informal learning mirrors Eraut’s (2000) typology of nonformal learning. Self directed
learning can be substituted for deliberative, incidental learning for reactive, and socialization
for implicit learning.
Eshach (2007) suggests that non-formal learning moves learners to environments that
challenge their familiarity and exercises all their senses. In so doing, it challenges their
multiple intelligences. Nonformal learning may be validated through testing, demonstrations,
declaration, and work history, where continuing education credits may be compiled and the
opportunity for certifications exists (Colardyn & Bjornavold, 2004).
Informal Learning
The subject of informal learning has been exhaustively researched in education.
Among the foci to the study of informal learning are: contexts, environment, process,
direction, purposes, work activities, participants, validation and power dynamics (Banks et al.,
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2007). Informal learning is often subdivided into categories such as experiential, self-directed
and self-regulated (Eraut, 2000; Kolb & Kolb, 2005; Livingstone, 1999; Zepke & Leach,
2002). CEDEFOP (2014) defines informal learning as learning resulting from routine daily
living. While the routine activities may be intentional, the resulting learning can be both
intentional and unintentional on the part of the learner. This natural activity can leave the
learner unaware of the learning that is occurring or the knowledge acquired.
Shugurensky (2000) defines informal learning as learning which occurs outside the
realm of formal and non-formal education systems. Livingstone (2001, p. 4) defines informal
learning as “any activity involving the pursuit of understanding, knowledge or skill which
occurs without the presence of externally imposed curricular activity.” Eshach (2007)
contends that informal learning occurs spontaneously, is self directed, and occurs in an
environment lacking mediators or authority figures. Eshach further explains that what people
read, listen to, view, and how they spend their leisure time are reflections of their informal
learning.
For Sawchuk (2008), informal learning includes “all other forms of intentional or tacit
learning in which we engage either individually or collectively without direct reliance on a
teacher or an externally-organized curriculum” (p. 5). Because informal learning is usually
unplanned and is part of routine activity, learners typically do not write notes about the
learning. In such cases, informal learning relies more on exercising the natural senses to
observe and take in information. These concepts position learning as a sociocultural activity.
The sociocultural approach to learning posits that cognition and motivation are not mutually
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exclusive from the socially mediating context and it is unreasonable “to separate individuals
from their activities and contexts in which they take place” (Salomon & Perkins, 1998, p. 9).
All learning that cannot readily be assigned to formal and nonformal learning is
typically referred to as informal learning. The “all other” aspect implies that the informal
learning category is a dumping ground for what cannot be classified concretely as nonformal
or formal learning. Informal learning is broad-based and, although the topic has been covered
extensively, no effort can be all inclusive. Opportunities for informal learning abound. The
myriad of opportunities presented for learning to occur also presents variations in the types of
informal learning achieved, and the subsequent application of that knowledge acquired.
Although informal learning does not typically lead to certifications and diplomas, efforts to
recognize and validate this type of learning (Colardyn & Bjornavold, 2004; Tereseviciené,
Zuzevíciflté, & Ivoskaité, 2008) may alter this course.
The most basic form of learning, informal learning is the precursor for all other forms
of learning. For learning to commence, Vygotsky (1978) suggests the process of
internalization. In this process, learners reconstruct external activity and begin to internalize
it. Learners then accept and transform that external observation and make it their own. This
intrapersonal transition phase follows a dynamic long term series of developments,
interpretations, and re-interpretations. This process suggests that learning is continuous and
dynamic.
Mezirow asserts that “most of the process of learning occurs outside of awareness and
may include emotional, intuitive, symbolic, imaginistic, and/or contemplative modes of
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learning” (cited in Dirkx, Mezirow, & Cranton, 2006, p. 125). Knowledge and learning is
evidenced when the individual retrieves and reveals the unaware information.
Informal learning anchors the foundation of the cycle of knowledge. This medium
facilitates the transfer of tacit knowledge. Nonaka (1991) refers to tacit knowledge as being
informal, personal, and contextual. The process of acquiring tacit knowledge comes through
observation, imitation, and practice. The learning process commences with dialogue within
the immediate family, progresses to the neighborhood, and over time extends to the greater
society. Given that process, learners’ views of society are, to some extent, influenced by each
step of their growth including that of their early years and their social networks. Although the
trio of imitation, observation, and practice is conducive to informal learning and cultural
learning, by no means is their worth exclusive to this method of learning. Migration and
relocation may limit use of prior knowledge in the new arena; however, compartmentalizing
or completely discarding prior learning seems highly unlikely.
Informal learning tools include observation, memory, repetition, tutelage, and
feedback. Because the process of cultural learning appears to commence in early childhood,
much of it seems natural and effortless (Kutintara, 2007). Even so, Kutintara suggests that
learning only occurs when the learner is willing to learn. This conclusion discounts the
possibility of unintended learning. While learning and teaching may be occurring
simultaneously, the processes for each participant do not have to be reciprocal. Individuals
may experience variations in process as they shift from learner to teacher or facilitator.
Social learning is not always manifested in the form of verbal expressions. Although
the learning of individuals may have been informal, their efforts may have been deliberate. In
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this instance, the learning may seem informal partly because of the learners’ inability to
express what they are doing, and how it’s being done. For the moment, the knowledge may
be tacit for the learner but may be interpreted by an observer. The observer’s experience
becomes the conduit for assigning meaning and interpretation. Interpretation reveals the
apparent knowledge which the learner acquired.
In exploring one aspect of informal learning, Zepke and Leach (2002) focused on the
context of meaning making. They alluded to the critique of the appropriateness of some
learning experiences suggesting that the most appropriate learning experience is not always
selected. Herein, the questions beg: appropriate for whom, why, and as opposed to what?
Another possible drawback or critique of informal learning is that informal learning may not
always be direct or a straight line and may in fact be more circular. Even so, one can argue
that precisely this aspect adds to the totality and richness of learning. Furthermore, this aspect
posits informal learning as the chain that links and encircles all forms of learning.
Validation and Informal Learning
Recent literature on informal learning has focused to some degree on its validation.
The assertion that informal learning lacks structure makes it challenging to use traditional
structural systems to validate this type of learning. Perulli (2009) identifies an increasing
trend toward recognizing informal learning by educational institutions and governments and
suggests that the push for recognition and validation of informal learning is an attempt to
provide legitimacy to this type of learning. Furthermore, any attempt at validation implies
some demonstrated level of competence of the learner.
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Perulli (2009) proposes that a shift from a context focus of learning to a process focus
would facilitate the use of competence as a medium to validate informal learning.
Competence is categorized as either systemic, which evolves from contextual interaction, or
multifaceted. By definition then, contextual competence suggests varying outcomes. A
multifaceted approach to recognizing competence would include such characteristics as
knowledge, skills, abilities, attitudes, and resources. Much of informal learning is recognized
as tacit; therefore, this approach to evaluating competency presents a formidable challenge.
Tereseviciene et al. (2008) add that recognizing achievements gained through informal
learning legitimizes both the process and the outcome. They contend that government and
educational institutions’ recognition of informal learning can be extremely valuable to
individuals who would otherwise have a difficult time pursuing higher education. With the
speed of technology and the slow bureaucracy common in government and institutions,
recognition of informal learning can also be beneficial to privileged people and technology
savvy individuals. Competence brings to the forefront the issue of standards and evaluation.
Tereseviciene et al. recommend involvement of governments, employers, and educational
institutions in devising methods of evaluating competencies associated with the material
learned. Recognition of these competencies would also function as recognition of the
legitimacy of informal learning.
Systems of recognition of informal learning serve the purposes of the labor market by
trying to mesh experience with organizational and institutional expectations of proficiency in
particular fields (Perulli, 2009; Tereseviciené et al., 2008). These systems ignore the use of
informal learning in ethno-cultural situations where significantly less emphasis is placed on
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commercial uses of informal learning. The preceding acknowledgment of this issue is not to
suggest that individuals who learn in these contexts should shy away from using their cultural
knowledge, including those situations that involve earning a livelihood. Furthermore, the
proposed system proposes no method of incorporating field experts not associated with
business, education, or government into the competency evaluation process. Systems of
recognition, while they appear to support recognition of informal learning, also run the risk of
detracting from the learning from its most distinct feature: flexibility. Validation involves
order, and order involves control.
Anthropological Contribution
The field of anthropology offers broad lenses through which to understand human
beings and the world in which they exist or existed (Kassebaum, 1984). Ferraro (2008)
defines anthropology as “the study of people- their origins, their development, and
contemporary variations, wherever and whenever they have been found” (p. 4). The goal of
anthropology is “to offer profound insights into the human condition, or even into the social,
cultural and political dynamics of [the] particular commmunities” (Abu-Lughod, 1997, p.
110). These insights are, to a large extent, formed on the basis of what has already happened
in a location. Anthropologists seek to understand peoples’ activities as they navigate the
various aspects of their social world in relation to their history. The components of this social
world include transmittal of the group’s history, its socialization processes, and the ascribed
culture.
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Much of the work in anthropology is listed under four broad categories. These
categories are archaeology, ethnology, ethnography, and physical anthropology (Borofsky,
2002; Hicks, 2013; Jurmain, Kilgore, & Trevathan, 2009). The field continues to be refined
with more specialization and subspecialties (Copeland-Carson & Butler, 2005; Gunn &
Donovan, 2013; Ferraro, 2008). Archaeology is primarily concerned with unlocking the
secrets of ancient civilizations and cultures. In so doing, archaeologists try to provide an
understanding of what life was like, prior to written documents, with the group being studied.
Physical anthropology covers the biological aspects of human and non-human primates
(Jurmain, Kilgore, & Trevathan, 2009). Ethnography is often applied to study groups, such as
the Garinagu, that do not have a history of written languages (Hicks 2013; Kassenbaum,
1984).
Cultural anthropology is a subspecialty of anthropology that is used to examine and
record a group’s customs, rituals and ways of life. Cultural anthropology is “the scientific
study of cultural similarities and differences wherever and in whatever form they may be
found” (Ferraro, 2008, p. 12). This broad and encompassing definition has enormous
implications. It implies that humans display all their behaviors. Cultural anthropology is
concerned with the study of specific cultures and the underlying patterns that emerge from
comparing various cultures. It combines the efforts of ethnography and ethnology.
The versatility of anthropology provides this combined approach to understanding
human behavior. Sociocultural perspectives advance people’s routines and daily interactions
and comprise the bulk of their learning (Nasir & Hand, 2006). Such learning often goes
unnoticed; however, these perspectives help to shape both the individual and group’s notion
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of identity as depicted in their language, speech, dress, and other forms of expressions. As a
learning type, informal learning is the most basic type of learning, the most accessible form,
and the first that humans encounter.
Perhaps the single most important anthropological contribution to this research is the
data collection toolset. Open ended interviews empower the participants to share stories in a
manner with which they feel comfortable. Participant observation is the tool that “gets you in
the door so you can collect life histories, attend rituals, and talk to people about sensitive
topics” (Bernard, 2006, p. 344). This tool is valuable for learning in general and especially
for understanding informal learning in particular. Participant observation hails from the field
of sociology but has become the foundational tool of anthropological research. This vital tool
is made meaningful and effective through the process of building relationships. The strength
of these relationships and the level of comfort developed between the observer and the
observed also have bearing on the type of observational tools that are allowed in the field. In
this process, the observed open their lives in broad ways and make themselves vulnerable to
the observer. The observer makes her/himself vulnerable in some ways as s/he tries to
submerge into the culture that is being investigated.
The reach of participant observation is strengthened by the fieldwork efforts and the
recording of robust field notes (Bernard, 2006; Peoples & Bailey, 2012). This closeness is
aimed at gaining, to the extent possible, an insider's view and understanding of the events that
are observed, the sentiments invoked and the thoughts expressed. One of the greatest benefits
of this tool is that it connects researchers to the field in such a way as to promote greater
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intuition and understanding of the nuances and thereby gives them greater confidence in their
analysis of the data. Participant observation will be discussed more in the chapter 4.
Culture
A broad database exists on cultural learning. Scholars are exploring the nuances and
distinctions related to the context within which learning occurs in particular cultures (Banks et
al., 2007; Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003). Nanda and Warms (2012) define culture as the way
that members of a particular society function within that society and construct meaning to
their lives. Peoples and Bailey (2012) assert that “cultures do not develop along a single
series of progressive stages... instead, each culture changes along its own unique path” (p. 75).
The trajectory of that resulting change is directly related to forces that influenced the change,
depending on the particular influences that affect it. Culture then is a socially developed and
reproduced aspect of the individual or group’s environment. Behjat (2006) claims that
“culture permeates learning” (p. 7). She contends that the socio-economic status of the
individual or the group that they are members of, directly impacts the experiences and
subsequent learning that occurs.
Ethnography was developed to study how people live and interact within a culture
(Merriam & Simpson, 2000). Erickson (1986) defines ethnography as “the detailed study of a
particular society or social unit” (p.130). Merriam and Simpson add that the purpose of the
ethnographic study is to describe and interpret the findings and observations. The
ethnographic researcher’s role is to record the information and observations accurately and
provide an honest, thoughtful, and forthright interpretation of the actions and events observed
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(Geertz, 1973). Conducting such research requires considerable efforts in getting to know the
participants, their context, and the environment being studied (Erickson, 1986).
The goal of ethnography is to understand and report on the participants’ daily
activities without losing their exactitude (Abu-Lughod, 1997). Since the researcher creates
his/her own image of the world being examined, the object is not to prove or disprove, but
rather to express the researchers’s true interpretation of the particular situation in the
particular context at that particular time. In doing so, Geertz (1973) proclaims the
ethnographer turns social discourse “from a passing event, which exists only in its own
moment of occurrence, into an account, which exists in its inscriptions and can be
reconsulted” (p. 11).
Abu-Lughod (1997) posits culture as ever-changing. These changes are influenced by
newer experiences, observations, encounters and knowledge. These experiences may
originate in a faraway world disconnected from that which a particular group is familiar. In
addition, the same information can be interpreted differently from person to person and from
society to society. Just as the interpretation can vary, the resulting actions and activities can
differ. Yet, exposure to this different information can ignite in a change in behavior and
practices.
Geertz (1973) viewed culture as the context within which social events, behaviors, and
institutions can be substantively described. He saw culture as continuously changing and
sunbect to interpretation and reinterpretation. He suggested that, in studying any particular
group of a community’s culture, the researcher is required to fulfil some essential obligations.
These include: establish rapport with his/her participants, compose fieldnotes, transcribe texts,
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collect artifacts, and maintain diaries in order to create a well informed and descriptive image
of the issues and contexts being examined. Additionally, the verbal and written
communication in ethnographic research Geertz warns, must meet a variety of conditions.
These conditions require that communication must be deliberate, directed, transmit a
particular message, conform to socially accepted and established code, and kept confidential.
Geertz (1973) lists several aspects of culture (citing Kluckhohn, 1959). Herein,
culture can be seen as a way of life, a behavior method and mechanism, a way of being, a
social legacy, a belief system, a learning or knowledge bank from which members can draw to
address recurring issues or confront new ones, an adaptive or regulatory system, and a history.
Together, these ingredients must be internalized to make sense for each member of the group.
This meaning making, Geertz suggests is the interpretive value of cultural analysis. The
importance of these ingredients may differ from culture to culture and from situation to
situation but comprehensively, they comprise the maintenance of the particular culture.
Woods (2011) suggests that the opportunities that people access are influenced by the
culture in which they participate. The people’s ability to recognize emergent opportunities is
also determined by their particular culture. The process of learning together facilitates
cultural context and insight to learning. This type of context is essential to providing
relevance and connection to the learner as it builds on culture specific knowledge and
experiences. Culture impacts and is impacted by the relationships that members of the group
cultivate. These relationships are significant to the group members’ experiences. Rituals are
an important part of culture. Rituals are key to understanding much of what cannot be readily
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understood or explained scientifically. The roles and functions of institutions are significant
within the group’s dynamics.
Culture represents the shifting boundaries within which groups and individuals find
meaning and purpose (Peoples & Bailey, 2012). Cultural boundaries help constituents fulfill
their individual needs, some help to pass down traditions and practices, and others function to
preserve values, structures, rituals and other elements that help to unite the members. The
variability that exists within the culture helps to beam the dynamism that exists.
As boundaries to socialization fall, so do the lines that once provided clear separation
between individuals and groups. Geertz (1973) and Gutierrez and Rogoff (2003) address
these boundary crossings as part of the dynamic nature of culture, which influences, and is
influenced by the interactions of the participants involved. In addressing the often mundane
and uneventful ways in which borders are crossed, Heath et al. (2008) add that “the dynamism
of cultural lives comes primarily through the imperceptible shifts in actions, collective
memories and signs and symbols” (p. 15). Television, cyberspace and advancing
technologies continue to shrink the world by bringing to light more intimate and varied
aspects of one society into the view of other societies. This process of media penetration
influences appearances, attitudes,behaviors, dress codes, principles, and even speech.
Sparrow (2005) describes culture as dynamic. He suggests that one can be born into a
culture and maintain it, one can be born into a culture but then abandon it; one can adapt a
completely different culture. Each situation affects the way the individual interacts within the
community and the methods of learning. Those who are born into a culture learn a lot at a
time when they are less in control of their learning process. In these situations, the primary
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mode of learning and cultural transmission is through direct interactions with parents and
other relatives. Over time, such people reach a stage where they can make a decision whether
or not to continue observing the norms associated with that culture. This decision impacts
both their practices and their future learning. The individual who makes the decision to join a
particular culture also makes a conscious decision to learn the mores and practices. Such
individuals learn culture not from family or parents but instead from institutions within the
particular culture and role models.
Although one may choose to follow the practices of a particular ethnic group, that
individual may not necessarily be allowed to participate fully in that culture. Although one
may master the language and socialization practices, and community beliefs, race, history and
physical appearances may serve as hindrance to full acceptance. Shared history is essential to
understanding the struggles, challenges, and victories that make up the collective memory of
the community. These experiences and memories shape, or are shaped by behaviors and thus
affect the individual and the group’s identity. In cases of partial acceptance, a greater degree
of connectedness may be gained over time and through offspring.
Traindis and Suh (2002) studied the effects of culture on the individual’s
personality. They labeled cultures as either individualist or collectivist. Collectivist
cultures place the community at the center of most decisions whereas individualistic
cultures center decision making on the desires and benefits of the individual.
Sparrow (2005) classifies culture as liberal or communitarian. The liberal model
recognizes culture as an essential component that enables self-respect for the individual. This
self-respect is affirmed through the response and recognition individuals receive for the
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decisions that they make and the actions in which they engage. The communitarian model
holds that culture facilitates conceptualizing how best to live one’s life. This model allows
for broader variations in beliefs and practices within a particular culture.
Theododopoulou and Papalois (2011) use the term “cultural catalysts” to describe the
mode within which culture is transmitted. They define cultural catalysts as the “messages that
travel across time and place and are used in the socialization process.” These catalysts are the
essence of everyday life. They include folklore, proverbs, art, and crafts. The appeal of
cultural catalysts is that they are not presented necessarily as learning tools or situations, yet
they teach life skills. They are important as they are messages which can penetrate such
boundaries as countries, generations, and other cultures. With the help of translation, these
catalysts may even penetrate the boundary of language.
The catalysts then make culture transformational -- simultaneously both new and old.
Members who affiliate themselves to a particular culture navigate the changes and negotiate
what adjustments will be made to the core. Cultural catalysts help the individual and group
form their identity. The extent to which members make efforts to maintain and transfer their
cultural values is reflective of their embrace or acceptance of this identity. Adler (2002)
defines cultural identity as:
the symbol of one's essential experience of oneself as it incorporates the worldview,
value system, attitudes, and beliefs of a group with which such elements are shared. In
its most manifest form, cultural identity takes the shape of names which both locate
and differentiate the person.
Gutierrez and Rogoff (2003) assert that in order “[t]o understand… learning, it is
necessary to examine the nature and forms of cultural artifacts and tools used; the social
relations, rules and division of labor; and the historical development of individuals and
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communities” (p. 22). In the only available study of its kind, Palacio (1998) discussed the
events of a six day workshop in a Garifuna village in which master artisans demonstrated the
art of their craft to a group of young adults. The crafts play an important role in all aspects of
life. They represent the tools that are used to prepare the food, the instruments used for
music, rituals, and celebration. The crafts also help to convey the multiple uses of plants and
herbs and their roles in the health and wellness of the community. The particular site was
chosen because it afforded the participants the opportunity to immerse themselves in what
was seen as a traditional Garifuna way of life.
Gutierrez (2011) adds that learning and relationships are intertwined both socially and
culturally. This social arena includes space, communication, and relationships. The culture is
determined by the interaction of these elements of the social arena. Nourished relationships,
built on valuing and respecting people, form one medium through which individuals can learn
and grow (Vadeboncoeur, 2006). Gutierrez proposes a cultural-historical approach to
learning and development. This model, she contends, will place renewed emphasis on media,
social structures, and support systems which can facilitate the learner’s development. The
process of redirecting emphasis starts by examining everyday practices in the home, in the
community, and across cultural lines.
Cultural ways of learning are accomplished through the internalization of activities
and the assignment of values, on the part of the learner, to the signs and artifacts in use.
Internalization also involves juxtaposing several factors including feelings, thoughts, and
expressions and deriving meanings from the multiple combinations. Meaning is also derived
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from revelations from the participants, filtered through the experience, or lack thereof,
intellect, and prism of the observer.
A routine day in a Garifuna community is described as starting with job, work, or
chores; and evenings set aside for socializing (Palacio, 1998). Socializing included folklore,
dancing, chanting, and discussions, which were held primarily at the community center.
Religious services, including the incorporation of Catholic traditions into traditional Garifuna
practices, are also scheduled around this routine. This routine underscores the importance of
work and socialization to the growth of the Garinagu individual and collective.
Heath et al. (2008) note that individual and group expertise, such as knowledge and
experience which are highly valued in cultural communities, often go “unnoted and unvalued”
and are often displaced in favor of more recent or advanced technology (p. 19). Words such
as primitive and uncivilized are often used to describe commmunal learning groups,
especially residents in Africa, the Caribbean, South-east Asia, and Central and South
America. What unifies these groups is that they are not Caucasian, and as such, these labels
likely represent racist perspectives which become accepted as normal and natural discourse.
In a society where the acknowledged family extends vertically and horizontally,
Western definitions of family have proved inappropriate in discussing family and the roles of
relatives in many indigenous cultures including that of the Garifuna. Herein Miller (1993)
affirms that relationships with lineal kin are often stronger than that of marriages. Reliance
on a network of friends and relatives becomes crucial to Garifuna women’s sustenance.
Miller (1993) examined a complex set of conditions within which Garifuna families
existed. Among these families, generations live together and children routinely spent
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considerable time with uncles, aunts, grandparents and cousins from both sides of the family.
Furthermore, Garinagu relationships tend to be autonomous in nature. In these relationships,
mutual friendships seldom overlap as couples maintain a high degree of autonomy and
independent social lives. These patterns of separation may be attributed to the history of
different socialization schemes. In this arrangement men experience the African component
and women experience the Arawak component – these differences are also noticeable in the
speech process (Devonish, 2007). This independence is revealed time and again as major
decisions among spouses, including decisions on migration, are often made unilaterally
(Miller, 1993).
Social Learning
A theory of social learning involves space, direct and indirect experiences, feedback,
and understanding the manifestations of power relations between the learner and the mentor
(Bandura, 1969). The act of learning is influenced by the mechanisms available to encourage
conformity or to discourage participation in an activity. The reward and punishment system
rewards approved behaviors and assigns punishment for behaviors which are deemed
unwanted. This reward and punishment system is based on the acknowledgement that people
in the surroundings exert external pressures on the learner. However effective the reward and
punishment system may be to impact social learning, it says little in addressing the internal
standards which learners develop and consult in the process of personal judgments. Learning
that occurs in social situations is influenced by what the learner observes and by the
consequences of the actions that are observed.
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Habermas and Blazek (1987) assert that knowledge of society is derived from coming
to grips with society itself, and is simultaneously developed through interaction with the
society. This assertion suggests a continuous process whereby the surroundings within which
one exists influence the resulting learning and development. In this sense, learning cannot be
removed from the existent environment.
In the process of socialization, people learn and share information and culture
(Spradley & McCurdy, 1990). Thus, socialization is the process of acquiring knowledge
through conversation and interaction. Conversation includes questioning, engaging, and
observation. Both learning and socialization are constantly evolving activities. Consequently,
the process of learning through socialization is also dynamic. Whereas socialization may have
once been limited to sharing the same culture, friends, or neighborhood; religion, ethnicity, or
gender; or speaking the same language; today, the proliferation of technology has drastically
changed all notions and concepts of socializing.
In many cases, technology has neutralized distance as a barrier to communication and
socializing (Cook, Pachler, & Bradley, 2008; Leander, Phillips, & Taylor, 2010). The
metamorphosis of technology affords conversationalists the option to communicate openly, or
to conceal their identity. In other situations, engaged persons may choose whether to see the
other party live, or not to see them at all. In this sense, technology and cyberspace enable the
learner to “transcend the constraints of time, place and pace” (Browne, 2003, p. 247). Heath
et al. (2008) contend that “visual and auditory signals, as well as trial and error or observation
of another, dominate modes of learning” (p. 75).
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The concept of space as it relates to social learning in the current technological arena
has become an area of increased attention (Browne, 2003; Forte, 2002; Lam, 2006). Whereas
space has traditionally meant the physical environment that one inhabits, today’s technology
allows one to engage many communities from one or many locations. These multiple and
varied accesses create dynamic social spaces and allow for interactions across a multitude of
boundaries. In the context of cyberspace, sharing and occupation of space rests with common
interests, allegiance and practices of the participants (Browne, 2003).
Forte (2002) demonstrates the practicality of using this space for ethnocultural
exchange and sustenance, while Lam (2006) demonstrates the capacity to cross traditional
dividing lines of race, class, gender, ethnicity, and others. The many possibilities of space
contributes to the many identities people embrace in relation to the space and contexts which
they currently occupy (Gee, 2000). Internet communications and globalization are
transforming culture, identity, and community formation accross borders.
Social situations and socialization processes offer great insights into a broad spectra of
a community and its cultural practices (Mundy & Compton, 1991). News and issues of
concern to the group or the community often emerge at gatherings. Gatherings allow
members to exchange information and ideas, and learn from each other. Where members are
involved in similar matters, gatherings afford them the opportunity to engage like-minded
others and jointly address issues. Where people of differing backgrounds or focus engage,
the opportunity to explain or express information to a person who is quite unfamiliar with the
subject may force the knowledge source to address taken-for-granted aspects and thereby
improve or increase the knowledge source’s understanding of the matter. Persons who are less
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informed of the material may be the right individuals to pose challenging and insightful
questions or offer differing perspectives. When inquirers explain the purposes of their work
to people, opportunities for clarification often emerge (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). This
clarification is part of the process of social learning wherein the audience serves as a platform
for the knowledge source to refine his/her individual knowledge. Dialogue, questioning,
listening, observation, and participant observation are tools that social learners employ in the
learning process, often without even thinking about them.
Learning through socialization is situational and is influenced by the individual’s prior
history in relation to the situation (Anderson, Reder, & Simon, 1996; Hodkinson & Macleod,
2007; Smith, 1999). The history and situation include divisive characteristics such as race,
ethnicity, religion, class, gender, and sexual orientation. Situation also includes the physical
setting and the psychological environment within which an activity occurs (Taylor, 2006).
Individually, and in combination, these characteresics help to define and identify a person,
and also help to regulate where power, privilege, opportunity, oppression, and marginalization
reside.
The variable combinations of these characterestics create multiple identities within
each individual. These identities may be revealed depending on the situation with which their
holder is confronted. Gee (2000) offers this dynamic identity as a tool through which learning
can be examined. As identities shift, so too can power postitons. Power positions affect the
flow of information and interaction. In this process, identities affect learning (Merriam et al.,
2003). Learning within and among classifications is affected by the socialization process,
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impacts access, and also serves as a catalyst to either maintain those separations or to affect
change. Socialization implies that the learner is a participant in the context of learning.
Socializing affords responses and other feedback that cannot be captured, replicated or
thoroughly explained in verbal words and writing. Polanyi (1966) refers to “that which
cannot be explicitly stated” (p. 4) as tacit knowledge. Socializing facilitates learning
opportunities for issues that are often ignored, forgotten, or that are not usually at the forefront
of one’s memory.
Learning can be defined broadly as the process of knowledge acquisition. Humans
experience this process on a continuous basis during the course of life. Clandinin and
Connelly (2000) contend that the terrain for learning is ambiguous and shifting. This
instability allows for “difference[s] to challenge assumptions, values and beliefs… and
thereby [facilitate] learning” (p. 9). As an activity learning builds on prior knowledge.
Building upon existing foundations enables the learner to transfer principles and concepts
they uncover in solving one task to other tasks and situations.
Oral History
Archival and other written records represent an incomplete history of a group (ElTayeb, 2004). This assertion is especially true for those groups that lack a history of written
texts. Vygotsky (1978) posits that “the very essence of human memory consists in the fact
that human beings actively remember with the help of signs” (p. 51). These signs, symbols,
and artifacts simultaneously hold multiple meanings for a variety of people, but also hold a
unifying feature, usually evidenced by their appearance or sound, that makes them particular
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to the group or individual. Vygotsky (1978) identified speech as a basic mode of informal
learning illustrated when individuals are unable to solve problems themselves. Signs and
words represent means of initial social contact. These words are transformed into the
language of communication which is critical to the learning process. In this respect, language
functions as a major access point to a particular group and culture. Even when individuals are
not particularly familiar with each other, knowledge of the language in use grants the
individual access to understanding what is occurring.
Oral history has surfaced as a paramount and primary vehicle for indigenous cultures
to survive. Preparing traditional food, rituals, religion, multi-lingualism, and celebrations and
discussions are avenues to share the culture. Kenyatta (1965) avows that “people who have no
written records to rely on learn to make a retentive memory do the work of libraries” (xvi).
Shuman (2003) states that “oral history projects often are designed to collect the stories not
told in official documents” (p. 130). This position makes oral historians non-neutral because
parts of their social justice agenda are to fill in the gaps and to right perceived wrongs.
Oral history helps to provide a continuum which informs what people did, what they
intended to do, what they thought they were doing at the time, and it gives them the
opportunity to reflect on their actions. These processes of narration and reflection enable
individuals to assess the meaning derived from their actions. Thus, oral history helps to
address how subjects interpret situations at the center of the story. Instead of the written
word, Garifuna history and cultural traditions have been passed on orally from generation to
generation. Their history of resistance and never succombing to slavery, has been passed on
orally from one generation to the next.

65
Oral history has not been warmly embraced by Western scholars who tend to focus
more on exactitude rather that interpretation (Iyo, 2000). Alluding to inconsistencies in
accounts and relying on colonial history as a source of verification, Vansina (1998 suggests
that “the reliability of each traditional statement will need to be studied in its own local
context to a greater extent than has happened so far in many cases” (p. 396). However,
sources of historical verifications are not without bias. El Tayeb (2004) posits that for
minorities, “archives are sites of exclusion” which manifests the minority’s “irrelevance” to
history (p. 1).
Against the backdrop of colonialism and slavery, Pinillos (2007) addressed the
relevance of oral history to inhabitants of the Caribbean and Central America. Once the
Europeans got involved, the mere act of keeping family names became a challenge.
Especially in the Spanish speaking countries of the Caribean and Latin America, when
registered in the state system, siblings with the same parents were registered with different
names depending on who did the registration. In other cases where free people were
kidnapped and sold into slavery, new identities were forced upon them. In these situations,
oral history was often the only means of passing down family traditions, history, and beliefs.
Additionally, the languages spoken often were never used in written formats. In this sense,
the Garinagu share the experiences of other minority and indigenous groups.
Iyo (2000) suggests that written history is recorded and reported through the filtered
lens of the writer. Similarly, oral history is reported through the lens of the speaker. “Oral
history provide[s] the [participants] a vehicle in which they could teach us what they wanted
us to know about their lives and experiences” (Petersen, 2008, p. 39). Alluding to its power to
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keep unwritten history alive, Flinn (2011) maintains that “When informed by a clear political
agenda and perspective, the capturing of oral histories and community memories can be used
to empower the community in challenging the narratives that are falsely representing them
and may be used against them” (p. x). He continues to say that because of its many purposes,
“[h]istory making and archiving are therefore never neutral or disinterested activities” (p. x).
Flinn (2011) asserts that “those working with archives have become used to thinking
about archival practice as political, loaded with meaning, pressures and consequesnces….
[S]uch activit[ies are] often explicitly identified with a political agenda and purpose” (p. 1).
Vansina’s (1998) position sits in stark contrast with that of Petersen (2008) who stated that
“we considered the words and stories of African Americans as counter stories to the white
perspective generally provided in accounts of history” (p.34). As such, oral history functions
as a tool for a people denied the right to record its history. Where criticisms of oral history
are made, one must question to what extent the criticism comes from the attitude or bias with
which those doing the criticizing, approach sources of oral history. Are they treated as equal
partners or are the oral history sources treated as lesser? This relationship may have a lot to do
with the quality of information a researcher may elicit from an oral history source.
Oral history provides continuity especially for groups that are not adequately selfrepresented in written literature; however, the reliance on memory can result in variations in
the story told. Weiss (2004) warns that since memory is a “reconstruction” and “integration
of fragments of stored knowledge, perceptions and emotions” (p. 46), ommissions, distortions
and embellishments are inevitable. This variation adds to the suspicion with which some
Western scholars look at oral history. Scientific processes are not fail safe. The recent
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retractions of scientific experiments have brough light to such possibilities (Bonnefoi et al.,
2007; Chronicle, 2011; Economist, 2011; McCoy, 2014).
Stories
Merriam and Mohamad (2002) investigated how cultural learning occurred in
Malaysia. They concluded that among elder Malaysians, learning tended to be informal and
experimental, communal, and driven by spirituality and philosophy. Revealed through such
idioms as language, thought, and behavior that give meaning to the community’s way of life,
culture includes such aspects as beliefs, religion, food, music, and aspirations. Their study
was not designed to and did not establish a cause and effect relationship between Malaysian
culture and types of learning; however, the findings do present an intriguing opportunity from
which to help understand a context of informal and nonformal cultural learning. They affirm
the importance of culture in understanding learning among adults.
Stories can be told in many forms including documentaries, plays, movies, written
texts, and verbal accounts (Guber, 2007). They function to unite, inform, inspire, instruct, and
transform. Stories draw from life experiences and can be told by an individual or by a group.
Effective stories rely on the principle of truth. Guber offers four truths to help the storyteller
and the audience converge. These truths are to the moment, the teller, the audience, and the
mission. He contends that “[b]y willingly exposing anxieties, fears and shortcomings, the
storyteller enables the audience to identify with her and therefore brings the listener to a place
of understanding and catharsis” (p. 56). The audience’s time and attention are part of the
negotiation. In return for their consideration, the audience expects that its interests and
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desires will be fulfilled. Thus, the storyteller must have an idea of what the audience desires
and then engage them. Truth to the moment involves varying how the story is told, to meet the
needs of the specific audience and moment. In this respect, the context within which the story
is told matters. Finally, truth to the mission is exemplified by the passion and emotions
emanating from the story teller in communicating that which s/he is advocating.
For me, the story is like cake batter. It can be poured into any size or design container
to suit the current or appropriate need. What does not change is the batter, the coming
together of the ingredients. The container represents the audience. Some prefer the final
product plain, while others may want some sprinkling or something to drink. The additions
are the emotions, embellishments, and personna of the storyteller. Choice of words or phrases
used in narratives does not just tell the story, but also positions the narrator within the
narrative. Physical and emotional positions along with personal background, including
education and experience, are divulged throughout the narrative. Likewise, particular biases
and ideologies can be revealed through careful analysis of the discourse. Thus, understanding
discourse depends in part, “on the way the speakers are being perceived as ideologically
biased or not” (van Dijk, 2006, p. 121).
Summary
Learning is a lifetime activity that is both socially and culturally mediated. Learning
constitutes relationships and is often the manifestation of curiosity on the part of the learner.
Freire (1970) addressed the advocacy role of learning as the pursuit of social justice and the
power of language in the process. Gutierrez and Rogoff (2003) discussed the dynamism of
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culture as an aspect of learning. Learning is a continuous process in which current learning
builds upon prior learning.
Informal learning is usually unplanned and occurs as part of routine daily life. This
aspect makes informal learning the most widely accessible form of learning. Recent literature
on informal learning has focused on commodification and employment. One current trend is
the effort to validate informal and nonformal learning and link this to the acquisition of
certificates and diplomas. The field of anthropology provides the toolkit to collect
information in order to understand cultural learning. Oral history helps to connect past and
present generations.
In this chapter, three types of learning, formal, nonformal, and informal, were
identified and defined. Social situation is identified as the broad context within which much
informal learning occurs particularly among groups which face challenges participating in
mainstream learning opportunities. The next chapter details the research methods of this
study. The research process oultines when, how and where data were gathered and who was
involved in the research.

CHAPTER FOUR
METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this research was to explore the use and manifestation of informal
learning methods in the preservation and maintenance of culture among the Garinagu of
Western Belize. By achieving this purpose through this research, I hoped to provide voice to
the people of the Belizean society and share their context of informal learning. The central
research question that guided the research is: How is informal learning manifested among the
Garinagu of Western Belize? To explore and understand human activity requires some forms
of communication, interaction, and interpretation (Bernard, 2006; Geertz, 1973). The method
of data collection reflects my lens and preference for learning. This choice is also reflective
of my assumptions about social life and my worldview (Emerson et al, 2011).
My process in selecting a research method to support this inquiry was not purely
objective (Hodkinson & Macleod, 2007; Whitmore, Sappington, Compton, & Green, 1988).
Instead, I was interested in building and stimulating relationships. I preferred to engage
people in broad discussion that could expose me to more than the scope of my research. My
overall interests in my personal and family background leaned overwhelmingly towards the
qualitative ethnography method of inquiry.
My position as the researcher also had its own power implications. Although, as the
researcher, I possessed the power of the pen, the participants possess the power that comes
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from owning the information, experience, situational knowledge, and the option to participate.
As the researcher, I covet these resources that the participants possessed. In this respect, my
research represents a form of collaboration between me and my participants.
In order to present a more complete portrait and in search of the right balance, flavor,
and product, my research efforts drew upon many variations of qualitative research
(Erickson,1986). The use of narratives to tell the stories and narative analysis to interpret the
data are prominent in this research (Brown, 2005; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; LawrenceLightfoot & Davis, 1997). The combination of the varied approaches to qualitative research
adds texture and richness to the varying meanings and interpretations that this methodology
affords the researcher, the audience, and the participants. This ethnographic approach was
best suited to help construct meaning from the participants’ interactions with their
surroundings and the contexts of their interactions (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Zepke & Leach,
2002).
Entering the Site
Prior to commencing research in Belize, I sought and received Institutional Review
Board (IRB) approval from Northern Illinois University (NIU) and research permission from
the Government of Belize’s research compliance branch, the National Institute of Culture and
History (NICH). (See Appendix A) I embarked on my fieldwork trip to Belize packed with a
luggage of apprehension and excitement. My excitement stemmed from the opportunity to
hear and project the voices of my participants and to bring, add, or recognize relevance to
their lives and experiences. My apprehension stemmed from a desire to do justice in how I
represent them and their legacies. During the process of reviewing pertinent literature on
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cultural research being conducted in Belize, particularly research conducted by foreigners, I
came across the names of several friends and neighbors that I know and with who I have
maintained loose contact (Schwake, 2008). Among the many names that I came across, only
one is that of a known Garinagu.
Belize is a tropical country with small temperature gauges. Jeans or shorts and t-shirts
along with footwear such as sandals, slippers or tennis shoes, are common attire. Each day I
wore some combination of these pieces. I paid little attention to my dress code until one
participant commented that he was pleased that I did not wear clothing that expressed any sort
of profanity, vulgarity, or disrespect. Without me realizing it initially, my dressing portrayed
a level of respect for my primarily elder population. That participant admitted that he would
likely not have participated had my appearance seemed disrespectful. My appearance and
attire allowed me to connect with several participants.
Participants
My aunt was well known among Garinagu who frequented or lived in the area. My
relationship to my long deceased aunt was pivotal in opening up doors among the more than
20 persons targeted. Participants provided contact information for other potential participants.
For various reasons, a few eventual participants were reluctant to get involved. Among the
reasons offered were that the individual did not believe that she could offer very much and
unavailability due to scheduled travels outside the area, and others cited routine daily
commitments. I countered that I would work around whatever schedule they had.
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The participants in this study included 9 adult women and 11 men between the ages of
36 and 82. Among the participants in this research are neighbors, teachers, relatives, and
others who I met through my involvement with other participants. More than half of them
have retired from full time employment. The initial group included six persons with whom I
was quite familiar from my time growing up in the area (Chavez, 2008). Two of these
individuals fell ill and were thus excluded from the research. The remaining four individuals
all participated and became the nucleus from where my participant field expanded.
These participants who migrated from southern Belize were overwhelmingly the
skilled and professional citizenry. The majority of them and /or their spouses were employed
by the Government of Belize. The group was split almost evenly between those who had
experience as educators and those who did not divulge such information or admitted not
having such experiences. Most of those who had experience as educators were above the age
of 48. A third of the participants were below the age of 48. Half of those without a teaching
background were below the age of 48. This suggests a slight shift away from the education
profession among the younger group. The education field has traditionally overrepresented by
Garinagu.
The Garifuna strongholds are in Southern Belize in areas that traditionally suffer from
higher rates of unemployment and under-development in the country. My group had the tools
or wherewithal that allowed them to choose between staying in the South or relocation
elsewhere. Table 1 provides the number of participants in select occupational areas.
Very few participants owned businesses or engaged in other career areas outside of the
government sector. The participants’ backgrounds encompass a mix of professions, including
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educators, homemakers, entrepreneurs, and civil servants, both active and retired. The
population of the Cayo District is about 73,200 (Belize 2010 Population and Housing Census,
2011). Garifuna population nationwide is 4.6% or about 14,000 and in this particular area it is
1.39% or about 975 individuals. Participants targeted for this study are Garinagu who
currently live in the western District of Cayo. Their stories are at the heart of this study.

Table 1
Participants’ Occupation
Participant Occupation
Civil Servant
Educator
Homemaker
Public Health Officer
Safety and Security
Total

Number
5
6
2
3
4
20

My initial participants include Buta1, Amanaya, Guayarano and Cayuma. Buta is
short stout woman with bright glassy eyes. Like her father, she is a schoolteacher. Buta
peeped over the top of her eyeglasses as she spoke. Buta sported a gold necklace with a
crucifix. Her gold crossed earrings match her necklace and crucifix. By the time of her
retirement, Buta had taught at elementary schools for more than 40 years. During that time
she had been stationed in locations throughout Belize.

1

All names are pseudonyms (Tuttle, 2013).
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Amanaya never ends a conversation without inquiring how the conversant and that
person’s family is doing. She listens keenly as the conversant speaks and seldom interrupts
the person’s flow of speech. She has a way of making everyone and anyone feel appreciated
and valued. When I was a child, I made many errands to her home. During that time,
Amanaya organized many activities for the local Garifuna community. Her home was the
gathering place.
Guayarano is a public health officer who did not grow up observing Garifuna rituals.
He is a very active person with an infectiously vibrant personality. Guayarano is a former
athlete and politician and is well known throughout the community and around the nation.
Barabenu, one of his longtime friends, describes Guayarano as a man of action. In reference
to his friend Guayarano, Barabenu commented, “I know Guayarano is a pusher.” Ynabonu is
a retired educator.
Cayuma is a homemaker. She is also a distant relative who I frequently visit on my
trips to Belize. Cayuma is a Catholic Lay Minister and mother of 9 adult children; she speaks
with a soft and rhythmic voice. Cayuma was constantly on the go. In addition to attending
Catholic mass daily, she regularly visits sick parishioners and other people in the community.
She considers this act part of her responsibilities as a lay minister. I visited Cayuma on
several occasions.
Except for our interviews, Cayuma seldom sat down and spent much of her time at
home cooking, cleaning, and doing laundry. Day and night her television set was often
locked into the Catholic Channel. On very few occasions she tuned her television to
something different such as the news or cartoon stations when children were visiting.
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Cayuma recommended Bijo and Saitu as possible participants of this study. Both Saitu and
Bijo are retired civil servants. Saitu has a gruff, very stern voice. More detailed profiles of
the other participants are provided in the next chapter. Cayuma also provided phone numbers
for these individuals and general directions to their residences. In this part of town, signs with
street names are rare. In addition, many houses don’t have numbers and the numbering is not
always sequential.
Data Collection, Management, and Recording
Sampling Method
The process of identifying potential participants, establishing contacts, and
maintaining the right environment represented challenges inherent in the interview process
(Seidman, 2006). Without self-identification or identification by knowledgeable associates,
differentiating between Creoles and Garifuna is virtually impossible, even among Belizeans.
However, among Garinagu, Spanish surnames are prevalent while English surnames are more
prevalent among Creoles.
The Garifuna community in Belize is very small. As depicted in Table 2, the Garifuna
population is even smaller in the research site region. Ethnographic methods are necessary
when the participants are vulnerable groups or individuals (Li, 2008). In partial preparation
for the challenge of recruiting Garinagu participants for this research, I made several trips to
the region in Belize where this research was conducted. My conversations with potential
participants elicited recommendations for other potential participants. Rather than making
phone calls, I chose to find recommended individuals at their homes or workplaces. In most
cases, that choice meant coming to their homes.
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Table 2
Population by Ethnicity and District
Corozal
Asian

Orange
Walk

Belize

Cayo

Stann
Creek

Toledo

Total

266

344

1,220

648

265

80

2,823

65

41

729

199

79

38

1151

Caucasian/White

2,907

4,950

1,509

3,596

522

480

13,964

Creole

2,151

2,402

42,107

10,247

5,128

1,022

63,057

Indian/East
Indian

1,248

235

2,361

856

945

1,428

7,073

Garifuna

235

262

3,578

975

7,518

1,417

13,985

Maya

441

473

1,630

4,813

4,528

18,222

30,107

Mestizo/Latino/
Spanish

30,061

34,616

26,974

44,445

9,501

5,324

150,921

Middle Eastern

52

0

146

39

3

0

240

1,893

1,355

6,835

4,145

2,885

1,834

18,947

30

40

356

164

132

40

762

190

86

78

30

8

0

392

39,539

44,804

87,523

70,157

31,514

29,885

303,422

Black/African

Mixed Ethnicity
Other
Undisclosed
Total

78
The sample was purposive. In order to participate in this research, participants had to
live in the area, acknowledge their identity as Garifuna, be able to contribute directly to
understanding the local Garifuna community, and who were recognized by other members of
the local Garifuna community as key members of their community. These conditions were
delineated in the recruitment letter that each participant received. Each participant was
required to sign consent form prior to the start of data collection which involved them. (See
Appendix B.) I made no conscious decision to try and achieve gender balance among the
field of participants. Figure 2 provides data regarding the gender and age of participants.

Participants
90

82

80

70
60
50
40

40 40 43
36 38 38

49

53 56

72
67 67 68 70
65
65
61 62 62

AGE

30
20
10
0
F M M F F M F F F M F M M F M M M M M F

Figure 2. Participants by gender and age.

My initial participants, along with some of my relatives with whom I had discussed
my research, willingly and spontaneously recommended potential participants who they
believed met my research participant requirements. The group’s small size in relation to the
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remainder of the population and the connectedness of its members to each other made this
process the best option of accessing potential participants. My informal recruiters often
provided contact information including phone numbers for the recommended individuals.
This process, known as the snowball sampling technique, expanded my participant field to the
final count of twenty (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Mack et al., 2005). I interpreted my
participants’ willingness to recommend and recruit other potential participants as an
endorsement of both my research efforts and my conduct with each participant. I felt
responsible for maintaining the confidence that the referral implied. The referrals connected
the entire research sample.
A distinct advantage of the process of building the participant population through
referral is that, following consultation with me, the participants with whom I had consulted or
conducted interviews took the additional step of contacting the individuals who they were
recommending. By doing so, they paved the way for me so that by the time I engaged the
new potential participant, that person was ready to participate in the research. These
individuals generally agreed to participate in my project even before I had the opportunity to
build rapport with them. Their willingness is a testament to the regards that they held for the
participants who recruited them on my behalf. For example, Barabenu, a 70 year old retired
civil engineer with a loud, strong, yet somewhat gruff and commanding voice, admitted that
“first of all, [my daughter] told me who you were. And from the time she told me who you
were, I said, ‘Well, that’s a trusted guy.’”
Although the snowball sampling technique can facilitate an expanding group of
potential participants, it can also limit access to “connected” or notables, and ignore lesser
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known personalities (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Mack et al., 2005). Regardless of this
limitation, this method seemed appropriate for my research. Access to each other is best
facilitated through direct relationships and word of mouth.
The sampling is not scientific nor is it intended to be. The number of participants was
limited to a manageable size. The costs and resources associated with random sampling
might have been too much for me to overcome and yet, it may not have yielded enough
participants to fit the profile of the targeted group. An inadequate number of participants
likely would have doomed this research at its inception or forced a change is design. And
finally, random sampling would not be appropriate for a qualitative study. I am a long time
resident of this area and I have maintained some form of connection throughout the years. In
addition I also self-identify as a member of the group being investigated and I believed that I
would be viewed and accepted as such.
The aspects of their lives that are portrayed in this research are those that help me
understand the topic that I researched. Another researcher may come to somewhat different
conclusions depending upon the lens used and the focus of the research. The aspects of the
participants’ lives that I highlight tell their stories filtered through my experiences.
The Interview Process
Data collection was conducted between May and December 2012. The primary data
collection methods were in-depth interviews with open ended questions, and observations.
(See Appendix A). Spradley’s (1980) observation guide was consulted throughout the
observation process. Other methods included field notes, personal recollections, collection of
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artifacts, photos, and review of available literature and documents both published and
unpublished. In depth interviews enabled me to directly access the experience of the
participants (Weiss, 2004). Open ended interview questions allowed the participants the
latitude to provide a wide array of information within the broad context of my questions.
Open ended interview questions also enabled me to comprehend events in the participants’
lives from their individual point of view (Seidman, 2006).
Open ended interviews allowed me to continuously assess the atmosphere and
direction of the interview process and to empower the participants with latitude to express
themselves and reveal content that I might not have been able to elicit by any other means,
and to pivot, prod and make adjustments to gain a more complete or detailed picture of the
issues or moment. Through recollection and critical reflection these participants shed light
upon their experiences and provided insights, meanings, and interpretation for the context
(Seidman, 2006).
With the goal of gaining maximum insight into the lived experiences, interviews
allowed me to collect not just facts and information, but also sentiments elucidated by the
participant (Weiss, 1994). Seidman (2006) recommends a three interview process for data
collection to sequentially gain specific types of information. I modified Seidman’s approach
and condensed his suggested three 90 minute interviews to 2 interviews. This decision was
made because of my resource limitations, the fact that people do not neatly compartmentalize
their lives, and that compartmentalizing can distort information. One goal here was to afford
my participants a more natural environment to inform me of their experiences in a two

82
interview process. This process also seems better suited for me, a research novice who can
benefit from reflection and thought generation that can arise during transcribing.
I actively recruited 27 potential participants. I conducted 2 interviews each with 18
participants. I conducted a single interview with one participant. One participant was caring
for a sick spouse so that interview was broken down into several sessions in order to
accommodate the participant.
All interviews were conducted with one participant at a time. My initial interview
guide consisted of 2 sets of questions. Each set contained approximately 20 questions. The
first interview was designed to explore the participants’ life history and experiences with
respect to the research topic. This process, which required participants to reflect on their
lives, presented one of many potential risks associated with the interview tool: the possibility
of anxiety or disturbance as a result of reflection and inflection. The second interview was
designed to detail the participants’ experiences as they relate to the research topic, to reflect
on such idea generations and on meanings of events in their lives, and to take advantage of
opportunities for clarification.
This interview response process required, and enabled, participants to reconstruct the
details of their experiences in the context of their everyday lives with respect to the research
topic (Seidman, 2006). The final interview was designed to afford participants opportunity to
reflect on the meanings of events in their lives. The profound impact of such reflection is the
revelation of learning or knowledge gained as a result of the participant’s experiences.
The interview guide was adjusted and refined to make it relevant for each individual
participant. I approached each observation session with no predetermined set of questions in

83
mind, and rather, to have the situation dictate my focus (Mack et al., 2005; Spradley, 1980). I
did not want to confine my scope of inquiry. This decision was made to encourage
revelations that were more reflective of what was interesting to the participant. I asked a lot
of questions in these sessions. The questions were based heavily on the observations at hand
but also included triggers from conversations and observations in which I was engaged
elsewhere.
I regularly assessed my performance in the field and sought ways to continue
improving and growing in my process. With each interview and observation session, I
reflected on my actions. I tried to replicate and improve my responses or behaviors that
fostered greater participant engagement and I tried to temper anything that seemed to limit
engagement. I also made judgments and adjustments throughout the interaction process. I
remained cognizant in my efforts to refrain from implying or portraying judgment as to the
authenticity of the participants. This approach was especially true where it came to religious
beliefs and rituals. I deliberately tried to conceal my body language. My follow-up questions
helped to reveal the immediate types of assessments and judgments that I had made. Each of
these follow-up questions had the capacity to impact the subsequent direction and tone of the
conversation.
Interviews averaged approximately 100 minutes. Each participant’s interview time
ranged between 2.5-4 hours. The actual time was slightly above what was intended. This
overage resulted primarily from my participants’ commitment to my cause and their
unwillingness to end the interviews. Twelve participants are retired and one is semi-retired. I
struggled with trying to stick to the time listed in my consent form but opted to go with my
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participants’ desire. In those situations where the scheduled time seemed insufficient due to
the natural flow of the interaction, I relied on intuition and situational awareness to guide my
decision to seek the participant’s permission to continue so as not to lose valuable continuity.
This approach was in deference to my elder population. Most insisted that I gave them more
time. Although most of the participants were already retired from their career jobs, they
continued to live active lives.
In the process of responding to questions, participants frequently pivoted away from
my direct questions. When they pivoted, they offered a multitude of information for which I
could not have designed the right questions to elicit such rich and valuable information
(Gubrium & Holstein, 2012). Their desire to grant me more than their minimum time was in
my eyes, a testament to their belief in my research and their commitment to my efforts. I
viewed granting them more time as part of the reciprocity process (Corbin & Morse, 2003;
Kiluva-Ndunda, 2005). For me, my participants’ disregard for time constraints represented
their willingness to ensure, not only that I complete my project, but it was also an indication
that they were offering me their best so that I may have a quality product. I thanked them
instantly and incessantly. I wanted them to know that I appreciated them and what they were
doing for me. I also wanted each of them to know that I did not take them for granted.
Although this study focused on the Garifuna population, interviews were conducted in
English. English is the official language in Belize and therefore, the language of instruction
in schools. Each participant was interviewed twice and the interviews were audio taped. An
interview protocol guided the interviews.
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Except for a few occasions, the interviews felt more like casual conversations than
formal interviews as I allowed the participants to express themselves and share their
experiences (Spradley, 1979). I made mental notes of the order of my questions and
occasionally returned to my protocol to check off those questions that had been addressed by
the participant. This mental frame of mind endeared me to try and record as much as I could.
Yet, I remained mindful that over relying on technological equipment might later prove
overwhelming when it was time to narrow my focus for transcription (Kanstrup, 2002).
I wrote very few notes during the interviews. This approach seemed to work very well
with my senior citizen group of participants. This approach also had me bouncing all over the
place especially at the end of each interview as I sought clarification or more detail on issues
that the participant introduced. When the bounces were about to happen, I made it a point to
prepare the participant by stating directly that I would be bouncing around. I did not want to
break trends of thought when they initially spoke about certain things. I made the decision
that it would be standard practice to give my participants the respect they aptly deserved.
This method of showing respect allowed them to go on uninterrupted as they shared their
stories. Participants afforded me the pleasure and honor of hearing their life stories. While I
provided a medium for expression, each participant provided me the opportunity to hear and
gather this variety of life experiences. Participants commonly provided a story or scenario
and then discussed what they identified as the lesson learned or intended.
Interviews were conducted at a location negotiated with each participant with a
preference for their homes, offices or any location in which they were most comfortable and
where the interview could be conducted in a productive and appropriate manner. Interviews
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were scheduled in person or by telephone and scheduled for a week apart. Several interviews
had to be rescheduled.
I used two digital voice recorders, to record the interviews. The Interviews were
promptly stored on a portable drive, on my laptop, and CDs. When not in use, the portable
drive was stored in a locked box in my home to which no one else had access. Finally, my
computer is password protected to help protect from unauthorized access.
My goal was to transcribe each interview within 48 hours of completion. I abandoned
my intention to transcribe interviews before conducting the next interview and chose rather to
focus as much time as possible on meeting and engaging people in their natural environment.
Instead of transcribing the recordings immediately following the interviews, I listened to them
intently. Interacting with participants at this level helped to build rapport and trust. Barabenu
commented, “I don’t know if you visit everybody else as often as you visit me, or what it is
about my company, or maybe it’s our closeness.” I learned that giving each participant time
and attention and making them feel appreciated on an individual basis was a key part of the
process.
I made notes, wrote short reflections, adjusted protocol questions and wrote follow-up
and clarification questions. I also replayed each participant’s first interview and revisited my
notes before I conducted the final interview. These reflective notes which captured nuances
from the interview environment and contained surface analysis were later utilized to
supplement my field notes. I was aware that delays in write-up can detrimentally affect the
quality of data reported through omission, oversimplification, or contamination from more
recent contacts (Miles & Huberman, 1984).
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Field Management and Processes
Developing a strategy for navigating the research site generally rests on the
researcher’s careful preparation and personal presentation. This preparation includes having
genuine respect for the participants and gaining an understanding of some cultural norms.
Yet, some small differences in preferences among participants are inevitable. Access to
participants and their continued participation in the project often rests on actions and
behaviors that the researcher may be unaware that the participants judge and value. These
often ignored behaviors and activities that appear to be below the surface sometimes affect the
rapport that is ultimately developed between the participants and the researcher, and the
participants’ level of involvement. Such was my case. To that end, Barabenu commented:
You did everything with respect. So this is what you were, why you were able to
convince everybody [to participate], you know. Whether you smoke, we don’t know.
You don’t smell the cigarette, smell of cigarette around you when you come around to
do your interview. You take your little drink but when you come to do your interview,
you don’t smell of liquor. All those things tell the kind of, how you hold yourself in
high esteem and also hold the other person you are talking to in high esteem….All
those negative things, you didn’t have. So, you made us feel at home. Harry, let me
tell you something: people normally would not open up themselves to be questioned.
...Once they are going to open up themselves to you, they become vulnerable, you
know, and that’s the last thing people want to do: become vulnerable. But you will
find out that because of how you handled things, they didn’t mind opening up to you.
What they told you, they normally would not have told you, except if you were their
peer age, for fear of one thing: whatsoever they told you, not that they told you
anything bad, for fear of hearing it elsewhere. That is the most important thing you
know…there are certain private things. As a matter of fact, that whole interview
would be private. And, oh man, people are stingy with their privacy; very, very
stingy….But you knew how to handle the thing skillfully. So as I said, kudos to you
Harry. Kudos to you!
Barabenu also commented that because of my apparent age, he did not expect to be
treated with the respect that I afforded him. He further added that he was rather pleased “that
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you never used profanity.” I never considered that the smell of alcohol or tobacco could shut
the door to possible participant involvement. Building trust and rapport with my participants
was crucial to the research process. This process started even before direct contact was made
with some participants.
Constructing rapport started with always showing respect, valuing each potential
participant, persistency without being or appearing to be over-bearing, finding ways to
connect with the individual and the community, and exhibiting honesty and humility. Part of
this process was to make all individuals feel and know that they matter and that their
contributions cannot be duplicated or replaced by anyone else. For example, Saitu was
reluctant to be involved and instead recommended someone else whom he believed had more
to offer. I explained that, while the other person may have a lot to offer, he could not offer
what Saitu had to offer. Buta also felt like she could not offer very much. She admitted that
she became comfortable as the process advanced and she realized that I valued her input.
I attended religious rituals, mass, cultural day celebrations, birthday celebrations, a
wake, spontaneous gatherings, cultural day activities and rehearsals, and a traditional healer’s
symposium coordinated by the National Institute of Culture and History (NICH), the research
approval arm of the Government of Belize. I met and interviewed participants at their home,
at work, and even by casual contact on the street. I dined out with some participants, ran
errands for others, and I was privileged to have participants prepare traditional dishes for me.
I traveled out of the research region to southern Belize to witness a dugu, in which two
participants were involved.
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I also collected DVDs and videos, listened to radio and TV news and shows, and
appeared on a TV show with a Garifuna group in which several of my participants were doing
a live performance. I read the local and national newspapers, and reviewed photos,
certificates and other documents provided by participants. These activities were done all in an
effort to engage people in their natural environments.
Supplemental sources of data include field notes, reflective notes, photos (not of the
participants), and artifacts. The combination of ethnography and discourse lends to a logic of
inquiry involving situated meanings, cultural models, reflexivity and ethnographic
perspectives (Gee & Green, 1998; Macgilchrist & van Hout, 2011).
At the conclusion of my second interviews I gave participants the opportunity to
question me concerning my research. I had delved rather deeply into their lives and their
most inner thoughts and I considered it only fair that they should be able to question me
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). They did. I found myself benefitting from that exercise because I
was often provided feedback on what I was doing right in the field and suggestions to make
my process better. At the conclusion of the second interview or shortly thereafter, I also
provided a token of appreciation to each participant. Barabenu expressed gratitude that I
afforded him the opportunity to share his life experiences with me and insisted that I accept a
token of appreciation that he provided.
Although I felt like I was adequately trained, I also felt like I was-embarking on a
map-less journey with this dissertation. My instincts, intuition, and situational awareness
resulted in quick decisions that may appear disjointed (Anderson, 2009; Greenhalgh, 2002;
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Lieberman, 2000) This appearance or evidence of chaos was manifested only after I had the
opportunity to reflect upon their processes and experiences that I endured.
Since I had maintained contact with the research site, I did not anticipate great
difficulty in reconnecting with the local population. Yet, my absence also clouded many
underlying activities within the community. Many of these underlying issues were invisible
to my tourist eyes. In order to gain better understanding of the nuances of everyday life, I had
to become embedded into the subject culture (Banks et al., 2007). Since the interpretation
comes through the prism of the observer, interpretations of the same phenomena may be
somewhat varied.
My uncertainties stemmed from not being able to predict the level of confidence my
participants would grant me. To mitigate my uncertainties, I had to shelf much of my foreign
life over the last 20 years and immerse myself back into the local arena. My quest for full
immersion happened within the confines of my honest assessment in knowing my beliefs,
what I was trying to accomplish, what I consider acceptable, and in what I consider
unacceptable (Lareau, 1989). Knowledge and awareness of my beliefs and capabilities
positioned me to make compromises when they became necessary. These decisions directly
impacted the direction of the research project.
On my final weekend in the research site, I hosted a gathering to thank my
participants. A majority of the participants attended the event at my home. An interesting
part of the discussions at the appreciation event was the discovery that many of the people
present could link their biological relationships. Connection to ancestry is a critical part of
identity formation and a regular part of conversations in this context.
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Data Analysis
This research process was an effort to understand the participants’ interpretation of
their world, their process of arriving to that viewpoint, their role or position within that world,
and their perception of self and others within that world. An inductive iterative analysis
process was applied, wherein an understanding of what is happening is derived directly from
the data collected as opposed to me entering with a hypothesis to test (Miles & Huberman,
1984; Thomas, 2006).
Data analysis was informed by the theoretical lens that I applied to this process, and it
relied on tools associated with narrative inquiry (Brown, 2005; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000;
Gill, 2001; Gubrium & Holstein, 2008; Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2002). Data analysis
involved an initial assessment and several re-assessments. Each time that new perspectives
emerged, they were compared with prior perspectives in order to gain better understandings
along the way (Ratcliff, 2008; Williams, 2000). This process included preparing the raw data
files, close reading of the text, creating categories, overlapping coded and uncoded text, and
the continuing revision and refinement of categories, interpreting, and looking for alternative
meanings and explanation (Brown, 2005; Marshall & Rossman, 2006; Thomas, 2006).
Data analysis also includes brief profiles of the individual participants, their sense of
self, and their work life and their community involvement (Bingman & Ebert, 2000).
Description of participants’ lives including families, everyday life, networks, background,
racial experience and details of the participants’ experiences of informal learning relating to
their culture, including mentors, teachers, ways and preference of learning helps to capture the
routineness of daily living and learning. Finally, participants’ reflection on life and their
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involvement in cultural affairs helped me to gain an understanding of the changes and
consistencies that each has witnessed, and the meanings of these changes to each participant
individually and the group collectively.
Words, phrases and particular stories were extracted from conversations to help
explain how the participants had come to view their world the way each sees it today
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). These words, phrases and stories were selected not just
because they reveal much about the participants but because they also reveal their particular
impact on me.
I searched for patterns within the data as part of the coding process (LeCompte &
Schensul, 1999) . In the process of conducting interviews some themes and trends started to
emerge. I wrote notes on these emerging ideas. Other themes and ideas emerged during
transcription. In preparation for the second interview and other encounters, follow up
questions were generated from these notes. I started connecting some of these themes to
multiple individuals. Other themes showed up a few times then dissipated. I did not return to
these earlier codes when I was transcribing because I did not want to be swayed by earlier
thoughts. I coded one interview transcript before I subsequently transcribed the other
interviews.
Preliminary analysis commenced during the data collection process. I made
annotations as listened to recorded interviews and also I transcribed each individual transcript
(Miles & Huberman, 1984). Themes and codes that emerged in this process were also
included among the final codes (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). After I completed
transcribing all interviews, I organized my data using QSR N-Vivo 10 software. These data
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included news clips, videos, unstructured interviews and still photos. Written documents
were read line by line. Codes assigned were intended to capture the essence of the moment,
situation and the idea that was being conveyed (Saldana, 2009). I read each transcript line by
line and used a combination of N-Vivo coding and descriptive words and phrases (Emerson et
al., 2011).
Codes identified and the process of coding reflect my theoretical stance, experience,
and interests (Emerson et al., 2011). The codes that emerged are to some extent, reflexive of
the questions posed. Broad categories were partially determined by the interview questions
(Carcary, 2009; Emerson et al., 2011; LeCompte, 2000; Miles & Huberman, 1984; Pope,
Ziebland, & Mays, 2000). The words and responses reflect the participants’ interpretations
and understandings of their world. Their words, written or spoken, reveal their individual
perspectives and provide indication on such phenomena as power, status, and worth (Gee,
1999). They are telling their stories and their credibility in doing so is critical (Guber, 2007).
The codes selected represent my understanding and interpretations of their expressions.
Verification and drawing conclusions involve extracting meaning from the resulting
data display and data reduction (Marshall & Rossman, 2006; Thomas, 2006). Following
initial coding, I again reviewed each set of codes and looked for hidden stories and
connections. I combined some codes. Codes were combined and compared along the lines of
themes, concepts, and contexts (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). In this process, I
identified topics and distinguishing roles, and also tried to decipher the format of
conversations (Emerson et al., 2011). I conducted closer examination of what was happening
at the time and the conditions under which such phenomena occurred.
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A variety of themes arose. I selected themes that I believed best captured the totality
of informal learning among my participants. I doing so, I also checked to see if such ideas
prevailed and I also looked for dissenting voices (Miles & Huberman, 1984). I compared
stories and their plot summaries with each other. I looked for situations where participants
attributed meanings to particular activities and then checked them against my own
understanding of the situations. I considered this a necessary process given my personal
experience with the environment and my personal history with some participants (Alasuutari,
1995).
I started creating narratives to explain my insights. I continued with additional
literature review to check my assertions and understanding against published research and
other data (Carcary, 2009; Miles & Huberman, 1984). This process continued until I felt
comfortable with my expression of what I discovered narrated in a manner that does justice
and to my participants.
The analysis process underscores the pivotal role of the researcher as an instrument.
The next section provides greater detail on my relationship with the research site,
environment, and the participants.
Researcher Role and Position
To a certain extent, the way how you, how we grew up, like we never fit in anywhere,
because you, you’re not 100% accepted in Dangriga, as an outsider, and then you’re
never, you are never accepted in Cayo....So, um, you are never really a part of the
family here. And then when you go home, you are never, you’re still not a part of
your family right, because you also see things differently, you behave differently, you
speak differently, um, and that is, a lot of times, misinterpreted, right. So we have, we
have our own community in a sense, alright, we have our own community.
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The above are the words of Lisani. Lisani is a civil servant, a community leader, a
businessman, college student, a law enforcement officer and father of 10 children. He and I
grew up in the same neighborhood and attended the same primary and secondary schools
during the same timeframe. Lisani’s statement insinuates that, when compared to other
Garinagu who resided in Southern Belize, those of us who lived in the San Ignacio area faced
greater challenges to maintain our cultural traditions and to connect with the traditional
Garinagu hinterland. The need for belonging is pivotal in determining whether one accepts or
rejects a particular identity, and in the measures the individual embraces in relation to the
determination that such an individual makes (Merriam et al., 2003).
At the outset of my research process I was both an insider and an outsider. I am a
Garifuna who grew up in San Ignacio and attended primary and secondary school in the area.
I grew up as a member of the research community. Although I grew up in the neighborhood
in which these participants reside, at the start of this research effort, I had emigrated from
Belize for more than 20 years. As the research progressed, and the participants and I shared
collective spaces and experiences, the balance shifted and I became more of an insider and
less of an outsider (Villenas, 1996). These shifts in positions happened many times and
gradually depending on the location and environment, or even the topic or language that were
used in the conversations. Through the research question, my interview questions and my
personal conduct, the participants learned something about me and of my interests.
I shared ethnicity and some other general experiences with my participants. These
experiences include being discriminated against. Even so, at times I felt like an outsider when
researching fellow Garifuna because I did not share some of their current everyday
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experiences. The discomfort that I felt as an outsider also came when I was in the company of
several Garinagu who engaged in casual conversations in Garifuna. In these situations, it
seemed that most, if not everyone, assumed that I understood the language very well.
Many of my experiences overlap with some of those of my participants. Although I
share some experiences, our perspectives, at times were somewhat different. Lisani expressed
part of this difference when he declared, “correct me if I’m wrong but somehow I felt that I
had more cultural interaction than you, right? Maybe I’m wrong but…” As the conversation
proceeded, Lisani backed off somewhat and said, “on a second thought, you probably had it
worse than I did because… .I don’t think that you could, at the time, acknowledge the good,
how brilliant we are, and how progressive we are, not interacting down South.” This brief
exchange helps to demonstrate the complexities of identity and positionality.
In addition, a number of changes have occurred in this geographic area since I last
lived there. These changes include an increase in the population size, a widening
demography, effects and levels of migration, language usage, education, timeframe, and
technology.
As a researcher operating in my small homegrown community, I was faced with some
risks and benefits (Chavez, 2008). My familiarity with some participants and their familiarity
with me, or some of my relatives, presented both risks and benefits. Among those inherent
risks is the amount of information respondents were prepared to share and the depth they
wished to divulge (Miller, 1993). At other times, this familiarity opened up some participants
to shed considerable emotional protections, make themselves vulnerable, and reveal
themselves to me.
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Although the merits of insider positionality may be debatable, the value of some
general knowledge of the research topic, prior to entering the field, cannot be understated.
Knowledge of the environment helped me in getting a more nuanced understanding of
situations and environments that I encountered, and the contexts of the information that were
shared with me (Matthei & Smith, 2008). Knowledge of the group acquired from other means
including through the literature review, helped me to keep that information in perspective,
while it also enabled me to inquire into other aspects of my research that I later undertook.
Buta commented that “what made me comfortable [participating in this research] was
the fact that you had grown around that area… I can share with you because we were in the
same neighborhood.” Saitu is a very serious, loud speaking, retired public officer with whom
I was quite familiar during my childhood. I successfully recruited Saitu with the help of 2 of
his daughters. They called to inform him of my research. Initially, Saitu seemed reluctant to
get involved but with a little nudging from his daughters and some persistency on my part, he
finally acquiesced.
After completing the first interview session, Saitu inquired about my parents. Soon,
Saitu realized and confessed, “Yeah, I knew your parents, your relatives from [your father’s
side].” Saitu also went on to discuss his familiarity with my paternal grandparents and my
father’s siblings. Referring to my father’s brother a former catholic priest, Saitu
acknowledged “he married me in Orange Walk.” My uncle also baptized a couple of his step
children.
I honed my interviewing and listening skills to be able to seize upon whatever
opportunities manifested themselves, without appearing to ignore or dismiss anything that had
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been revealed. Additionally, the ability to record and recognize minor shifts in mood,
attitude, and expressions became beneficial to investigating emerging themes and developing
appropriate questions. These skills had to be acquired beforehand and improved during the
data collection process in order to maximize accuracy and representation (Weiss, 1994). This
process also required skill at multi-tasking, empathy, and concentration.
At the time when I migrated from Belize more than twenty years ago, the highest
degree any institution in the country awarded was a Bachelor’s degree. The cost for this
education was extremely high for most citizens earning a living in the country. Migration
afforded me more opportunities for both work and formal education. Other individuals who
were equally talented and committed to furthering their education lacked the same
opportunities. Likewise, the respect given to all things foreign has afforded me more
opportunities now than I ever had growing up in this part of Belize.
I follow a long line of scholars who have returned to their home nations and
communities to conduct research. For scholars doing qualitative research in such
environments, Behar (1996) contends, “the lines between participant and observer, friend and
stranger, aboriginal and alien are no longer so easily drawn” (p. 28). In this sense my role
was very dynamic as my positions changed frequently along the line between researcher and
participant.
Summary
The methodology for conducting this research details the participants, processes, and
instruments. I am the central instrument in this qualitative research process. As the
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researcher, I determined the interest area. My experiences which are gathered throughout my
lifetime helped to shape the lens through which the questions were formed, my follow-up
questions were conceived, data were analyzed and in determining what data were collected.
In this regard, the data and the instrument are inseparable.
A research effort is a form of investigation. In conducting this investigation, I sorted
through the evidence, engaged in conversation with participants and other personnel with
valuable information, deciphered puzzles, and tried to recreate stories as best as I could
understand what was uncovered. Understanding came in part through awareness of the
surroundings and partly by asking questions that revealed who is involved, what wass
hapening, when it happened, where it occurred, and how it happened. The researcher’s
process is similar except that, rather than interrogate, the researcher interviews and dialogues
with the participants and is always open to following a path different from that which was
initially conceived. Relationships were constantly being negotiated. Since they were
constantly being negotiated, these relationships were very dynamic. The next chapter will
addresss the findings.

CHAPTER FIVE
FINDINGS
Informal learning and identity formation among the Garinagu of Western Belize
involved deliberate efforts on the part of the learner, unplanned learning and unexpected
learning (Shugurenski, 2000). This group of participants revealed 4 major processes through
which their learning is displayed. The following is a list of processes that emerged from this
research:
1. Moves, disruptions and setbacks, and the manifestation of resiliency
2. The concept of Garifunaduaü
3. Meetings, greetings and engagements
4. Participation in rituals and the role of ancestry
The meeting, greeting and engagement process addresses relationship building and
sustenance aspects of learning. The concept of Garifunaduaü focuses on individual and group
actions, roles and responsibilities within the Garifuna community. Rituals and ancestry
explores the historical practices and the meanings and purposes underlying such practices.
Gapencili/Mapencili explores attitudes towards learning and education.
The contexts and environments are central to the learning that transpires. Learning
inherently involved managing conflicts. These conflicts include the will to accept new
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information and change prior beliefs, credibility of and loyalty toward particular sources, and
the learner’s internal sentiments. A discussion of the emergent processes follows.
Moves, Disruptions and Setbacks, and the Manifestation of Resiliency
“It’s a pity, well it’s a blessing that these things happen for us to know that we have potential,
we have good, and we have good endurance, resiliency, and we are resilient; we are resilient
people.” These are words uttered by Amanaya, the 82 year old retired educator and matriarch
of the local Garifuna community. This comment was uttered at the conclusion of a discussion
about some of the challenges that the Garifuna community has endured during her lifetime.
As far back as she could remember, her family was always overcoming disruptions that often
resulted from her father’s occupation. Amanaya revealed that
my father taught for I think more than 25 years you know? Siene Bight and Barranco
were two Garifuna villages that he spent his life in, but he spent more time in Siene
Bight than in Barranco. He worked at Hopkins too. It was from Hopkins he came to
Dangriga to retire. So, when he was teaching in Siene Bight, we had to be there with
him now and again, in and out. So, he was transferred from there, so my sisters and I
stayed there to cook for him. The little teacher’s house could not accommodate a big
family, so my mother had to stay in Dangriga with a part of the family. By then, my
sisters were grown so they could take care of me and my brother. We stayed in Siene
Bight and we took turn to be between Dangriga and Siene Bight. I spent about two or
three years there in Siene Bight with my dad. In and out, you know, Dangriga, Siene
Bight, just like that. And so we just met on holidays when the teachers would come
into Siene Bight.
Buta is a soft spoken retired educator and administrator. Her bright glassy eyes
beamed over the top rim of her eyeglasses as she spoke. She usually spoke with a tone of
excitement and her face was often blanketed with a smile. Every conversation with her
included something about her faith. Like Amanaya, Buta followed her father’s career path.
Buta explained:
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My father was a teacher. He was always out in other districts, so I stayed in Siene
Bight for up to the age of, teenager and then we moved out to Corozal where my
father taught. So since then, we have been all around Corozal, Orange Walk,
Dangriga and finally here. Most of my childhood was spent in Siene Bight and
Corozal District where my father taught. Afterwards I started to teach along with my
father and so I started to move around to Corozal Town. That was one thing: my
father didn’t want us far away from him. My father would go out to teach in a certain
community but when holiday time [came], we would go back to Siene Bight and that’s
how we would catch on. Because every summer we would be at home and that was a
long enough time for us to be part of the people and to learn. And I think that, that’s
so important. So I think that was what maintained the language, the relationships, and
the culture: that every year we would be there for summer. All through summer we
would be in Siene Bight. The last week of the summer holiday’s we would go back to
the community where my father used to be working.
Buta has lived throughout the country of Belize. Like many of her contemporaries
who have lived outside traditional Garinagu communities, Buta frequently visited those
Garinagu dominant communities. She usually returned to her grandparents’ communities for
the long summers. These extended periods in Garinagu communities enabled Buta to hone
and maintain her command of the Garifuna language. However, Buta was uninterested in
mastering domestic skills. This lack of interest led to her admitted lack of knowledge about
cultural foods. She also admitted that her distance from some of the domestic chores limited
her ability to later pass on some cultural aspects to her children.
Barabenu is a strapping elder man with a deep and firm baritone voice that commands
immediate respect and attention. He described his movement alongside his father this way:
My father was a teacher, and because he was a teacher, we were all over the place.
First I was in San Antonio, Orange Walk. Then from there we moved back down
South again. We moved to a village they call Dolores. When I was in Orange Walk,
and then San Antonio, I could only speak Spanish because that was spoken there.
Then I went down south and started dealing with the Ketchi language there because
we were among the Ketchi Indians. And, it is after all those years that I started to
interact with the Garifuna people again. And even though we used to go to Barranco
every, every so often with my dad because that was his headquarters, that’s where my
momma was when we were in the villages, every now and again we would come
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down to Barranco to see my mom. That was when we were in Dolores. Then from
there, my dad was transferred to Otoxà, another Mayan village, again not too far from
each other, somewhere about 3 miles away. Otoxà is another Ketchi Indian
community.
The participants at the center of this study are a group of internal migrants who are
accustomed to moving around. They relocated from Garifuna dominated communities and
finally settled in this region where they are but a speck in the region’s overall population
(Belize 2010 Population and Housing Census, 2011). The entire group seemed mindful of the
impact of movement upon their families. Guayaranu is a muscular, solidly built, bald headed
man of light mahogany brown complexion. He is bow legged and walks with a slightly
hunched and distinct gait. He has an infectious smile and an upbeat personality. Guayaranu
kept his family in one geographical location.
Yuruma is a mother of four young adults and she is also a school teacher pursuing an
advanced college degree. Yuruma made a conscious decision not to move around with her
husband whenever employment required him to transfer, because she did not want the
constant movements to affect her kids the way she believed her education was impacted.
Yuruma claimed that:
To move from one place to another wasn’t pleasant because, moving from one place to
another, and going to school is different. Because what you didn’t learn, in one place
you probably won’t even learn it in another school, or they’ll go higher than what you
have learned. So you sometimes go forward, [or] you go backwards, you know. It
depends on where you live. Like if you live in the village then, it’s ok, because then
you’ll get almost the same curriculum. When you go into town, then, it’s a different
curriculum. So, sometimes you miss the mark. Even if you’re an A student, you
cannot really excel because there are some things that you didn’t get, you know,
because of the movement from one place to the other. That’s why I don’t believe in
moving. I stayed with my children. I said to my husband, ‘you go. I will stay with
my kids’ because I didn’t want that to happen to them. The child becomes backward,
you know. So, that was one of my biggest challenges, in those days: going to school.
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Yuruma talked about the difference in the level and quality of education between rural
and urban settings. She also discussed the gap created when a student moves from one
geographic location to the next. She believed that those gaps in learning are never closed.
Gulisi echoed Yuruma’s concerns and arrived at a similar decision to settle in one location.
She was tired of moving around. Gulisi explained that
[In order] to keep the family together, we had to come back. I want to say that was a
turning point in my life. Because, when we came back to San Ignacio, I then decided
that I have to get a house here. And I decided that I wasn’t going to resist anymore
transfers involving my husband move and that’s exactly what I did. [He was
transferred 3 more times]. I didn’t go anywhere. No, no, no! I got tired. And again
the children too, because when they get older, it messes their education up; they lose
when they’re moving from place to place, you know? Because every time you move
with them, they have to like restart. [We] get used to the place, to the environment
and that kind of thing, you know. And then, I decided enough. So this is how I ended
up here, in San Ignacio.
Moves and disruptions were not always in direct support of the individual’s
employment at the time. Barabenu shared one such profound situation. He often glows when
given the opportunity to share his life’s experiences. This glow dissipated when he explained
how he made the decision to quit the secure job that he once held.
As a matter of fact, there was a tragedy in the family when the last little baby in the
family died. I wasn’t around and his late mother wasn’t around, so the extended
family had to take care of business. As I told you I was a public service employee.
Then I realized that, at one time I was in Crique Sarco; another time I’m in Punta
Gorda. Another time I am somewhere else. I said, no, this will not work. So, I
pondered how am I going to finish educating these children and here they are not too
far from high school? Here I am moving all over the damn place, you know, and at
the same time too I got frustrated. I decided to leave my job. That made sense! I quit
without even thinking what the consequences would be. I was only thinking about
myself. Well, I wasn’t around. I had left the country, you know. I had emigrated.
Stupid! Instead of finding a humble job here, I decided to do it my way. Just move
out. Just move out. And then I returned a year afterwards and pick up the pieces. By
this time, the damage had already been done. It cost me. It cost me the death (life) of
one child. And it cost me that eventually, me and my wife, we separated. As a matter
of fact, I am suffering the consequences today in that, had I remained on that job, the
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family would have been together. The child would not have died. Me and my wife
would not have separated. Because, imagine what it is to leave a young wife who is
not accustomed to working; you are everything. Leave her with six children to the
mercy of the world. These things take their toll.
Barabenu quit because that job had him on the move. After quitting his job Barabenu
was unable to find employment to support his family. Distraught, and feeling inadequate
because of his inability to support his family following his unilateral decision, he
subsequently decided to move, alone. Early on, he recognized how his absence profoundly
impacted his family’s standard of living. He surmised that his move away from his family
directly resulted in the death of his infant son, the destabilization of his family, and the
subsequent early death of his former spouse, the mother of his children.
Barbenu admitted to being emotionally tortured by the suffering that his children
subsequently endured as a result of his actions. In his reflection, he considered his actions at
that time to be contrary to what his parents, the school system and his job had jointly instilled
in him. He has long admitted to himself that, under the circumstances that he and his family
were in, his unilateral decision to quit working at that time was selfish. He was the sole
provider and his decision placed his entire family in dire circumstances.
Gulisi decided to suspend moving her family alongside her husband during his various
work-related transfers. Having been impacted by her father’s transfers, Yuruma decided that
she would not put her children through a similar experience. She decided not to relocate her
family to coincide with her husband’s work transfers. This decision was not without
consequences. She admitted that her husband’s absence affected the discipline that was
imparted upon their children. Saleta and Chichiyu opted not move their children. Instead,
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each opted to return home and join their families on the weekends. Barabenu and Lisani
discussed how their absence impacted their individual families, especially their children.
After the birth of his second of six children, Tuanu relocated his family to the San Ignacio
area, and never again relocated his family for employment transfers.
Tuanu first met his father when he was five years old. His mother was still pregnant
with him when his father departed for Panama in support of the WWII war effort (Leslie,
1997). This absence created a sizeable gap between Tuanu and his next younger sibling.
With no elder male sibling and his father out of the country in support of the allied forces
during World War II, Tuanu remained the eldest male in the home. At an early age, Tuanu
was thrust into the role of provider and disciplinarian. This situation, coupled with the
expectation that the male would be the head of the household, resulted in him getting
experience early in life on how to care for and raise a family. He learned to work hard
without questioning anything. Hard work and providing for his family became a natural and
unquestioned part of him.
Death and other tragedies can strain surviving relatives. Table 3 depicts the makeup
of the participants’ families. The participants’ parents averaged 6.75 children. The
participants themselves had an average of 6 children. The decrease in family size has come
from the women. They have fallen from an average of 6.5 children in the prior generation to
4.67 in the current generation. The decline of the number of children fathered by the men has
been less noticeable. They have fallen from an average of 7.1 children to 7.0 today.
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Table 3
Participants’ Family Sizes
Participant

Gender

# of Children

# of Siblings

1

F

3

9

2

F

5

3

3

F

9

4

4

F

6

5

5

M

16

3

6

M

10

3

7

F

3

9

8

M

3

1

9

M

8

0

10

M

9

0

11

M

2

0

12

M

6

12

13

M

4

0

14

F

4

5

15

M

10

7

16

F

6

6

17

M

4

5

18

M

6

11

19

F

2

4

20

F

4

5
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Cayuma overflowed with pleasant memories of her father. Her father died when she
was a pre-teen. His unexpected death at an early age triggered a childhood and adolescence
of instability and setbacks for Cayamu. She described the impact of his absence this way:
My daddy died at an early age and then I couldn’t continue to enjoy that pampering,
that he provided you know? Because that came in the midst and changed everything
in my life… I found myself living with my [maternal] auntie for a while, and then
afterwards, I found myself living with my auntie from my pa’s side, you know. It was
not a stable thing for me. Then, after living with my auntie, I went to live with my
auntie’s daughter. Now I went back to nursing (babysitting) again. I would be there
for a few months of the year and just like that when you see (claps hands), I would be
on the move again. In those times I was not going to school. I didn’t know what was
going to happen next.
Following this death, Cayuma’s mother struggled to support a large family of young
children. As a result of this hardship, over the years, many of Cayuma’s mother’s relatives
came to offer their help. Each adult relative offered to take care of Cayuma, but none offered
to take Cayamu’s younger siblings. These relatives claimed that they would ensure Cayuma
would complete her primary school education. Cayamu became more a slave to her relatives
than equal to them. She was never allowed to finish primary school. She spent her days
caring for young cousins, primarily infants. Cayamu soon found herself being handed off
from one relative to another. Each time she was passed onto the relative with a young infant
for whom she would care. She became adept at caring for others.
Through all the disappointments and disillusionment, Cayamu kept pushing her need
for an education, yet her desires continued to fall on deaf ears. Instead of working to improve
her prospects for a decent future, these adult relatives were more intent on enslaving their
voiceless young relative and depriving her of the opportunity for an education. The injustice
committed against Cayamu by her adult relatives during her childhood closed the doors on
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future opportunities in life as she was never able to pursue her childhood desire to be a school
teacher.
Later in life Cayamu would lose half of the children she bore to infant deaths.
Cayamu’s agony was compounded by her husband’s indiscretions. Those indiscretions
produced other children. Partly because of her dislike for the idea of having a stepfather, and
partly because of the influence of her paternal grandmother, Cayamu endured the challenges
of her marriage. She remained committed to her marriage and her family. She did not want
her children to have a stepfather. As a child, following her father’s death, she gained a
stepfather. She detested having a step-father. Her personal resentment for having a
stepparent and not wanting her children to share that experience made Cayuma stronger and
more tolerant of the behavior of other people.
Narifa never used the term half-sister when referring to this sister. Narifa’s mother
taught them how to deal with infidelity on the part of their partners. Narifa’s mother did not
teach her children to reciprocate ill will with ill will but instead, to maintain their self-respect
and dignity. Maintaining self-respect and dignity involved accepting the offspring and
incorporating them into the fold. This guidance also meant that her children would accept and
embrace all their siblings.
Narifa’s mother’s approach taught her children, especially her daughters, how to deal
with challenging situations should such situations befall them. Rather than destroying their
family, their mother taught them that they could add to their family by accepting all.
Although she evidently had no intention of encouraging infidelity, she nonetheless did not
focus on the negative aspects of it. She expected her husband to take care of the other child
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and continue to provide for his family at home. Her expectation was that, since her husband
strayed, he must be the one deprived of his comfort or excesses, so as to be able to provide for
the child. The child alone should never suffer. So when Narifa herself was faced with such
revelation early in her marriage, having learned from the experiences that her mother shared
with Narifa, was able to overcome this adversity. She has been overcoming adversity ever
since.
Like Cayamu, Buta’s mother lost half of the children she bore to childhood death.
Buta was critical of her mother who chose to maintain her marriage to her father even after
her spouse had strayed and created another family during their relationship. At that time,
Buta found her mother’s loyalty incomprehensible and wished her mother would end her
marriage. Buta herself would later face the challenges of her husband’s infidelity and like her
mother before, Buta remained in that marriage to work through the challenges. Barabenu
refers to the people who endure such suffering in order to keep the family together as
“housebands.” Buta’s cousins were not impressed. They condemned Buta’s mother’s
decision to remain in her marriage. They accused her of being “foolish” and suggested that
she “could find somebody else.” Buta’s assessment was that “my mother preferred to be a
fool and didn’t follow their advice, you know.” It was not until around the time of her
mother’s death did Buta revisit her emotions and sentiments with regards to her mother’s
endurance during her marriage.
Equipped with the years of experience, exposure, and absorption, the more seasoned
Buta then came to appreciate her mother’s sacrifice. Buta’s mother never wanted a situation
wherein her children had different fathers. Buta admitted that she does not know how she
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might have felt living in the same home with siblings who had different fathers. Buta
commented that,
When my mother died, when I heard, of it, I cried, but not so much that, she had gone
from us, but um, it was a mixed feeling because I felt that she had suffered a lot, you
know. So I cried, knowing that she suffered so much and this is the end. She suffered
so much. She suffered so much. I had always tried not to burden my, my mother to
have to take care of you all, because I know she had done enough for us. She had
suffered for us. She had suffered. Her whole life was her suffering because of us.
And I remember she had said that, when things were tight and she wanted to leave my
father, and when she thought that if she left him she was going to have other children,
for someone else, she decided to stay. And that was something I admired because,
then I do not know how I would have felt if this one had a different father. I don’t
know how I would have related to that. So I felt it would have been even worse
having them there and knowing [that] this one is not the same father. Then I realized,
yes, my mother suffered for us. Because then, to stay in that situation, just because
she didn’t want us to [be] uncomfortable, was a great deal, she suffered so much; she
suffered, to the very last.
Buta surmised that her mother remained in her marriage for the overall comfort of her
children. This comfort was not about the material possessions but was more about setting the
example of loyalty and commitment that her children may know. This experience led Buta to
understand a little more clearly the strength and resiliency her mother displayed in staying in a
relationship for the best interests of her children who could not yet understand. Buta also
connected her individual suffering to her ability to “relate to people who are suffering.”
Like Cayamu who lost a parent very early in life and subsequently lost the opportunity
for primary school level education, Tuanu’s maternal grandmother died when his mother was
a young child. The death of his grandmother resulted in her family being splintered. Lost
was the “houseband.” Tuanu noted that when his grandmother died, the family was
dismantled and instability ensued. Tuanu described his mother’s childhood experience this
way:
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Her mother died when my mother was only 6 years old. When my grandmother died,
the father took two, the 2 clear skinned ones… So even in the family, the clear ones go
with the clear people and the dark ones go [with the dark relatives]. She was raised by
her uncles and aunts who wanted her, because we enslave each other, you know, so
my mother took care of babies, for each one of [her aunts and uncles] who had babies.
Tuanu’s grandmother’s unstable life involved being handed off from one relative to
the other according to their childcare needs at the time. She stayed at home to care for babies
and did not get the opportunity to go to school. However, the children of these relatives all
got their opportunity to go to school. Her learning then was centered around household chores
and the farm. She excelled in these areas. Tuanu places great value on this type of learning
and the resulting knowledge.
Tuanu shared some of the challenges that he faced in life. He recalled a specific
situation wherein he was targeted by government authorities. After they became aware that
his crops were being sold to the local cooperative, a stop payment was ordered. Tuanu’s
crops would be accepted but he would be among the last farmers to be paid for their crops.
The delay in receiving payment for his crops caused Tuanu to be delinquent on his bank loan
repayment. He added that “by the time I took the money to the bank, I had owed the bank
almost twice as much.”
Besides the financial squeeze, other efforts were exerted upon Tuanu. As retribution
for the perception of his political affiliation, Tuanu was stationed outside the area where his
family resided. This separation strained his family and complicated his efforts to maintain a
farm which he so coveted. Tuanu was able to overcome the many governmental efforts to
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bury his farm. He credits his ambition which he acquired early in life as the element that
sustained him throughout the trying times.
Amanaya and Buta discussed how their individual families were split apart regularly
when they were children. Both had the opportunity to travel with their fathers while their
mothers stayed at home with the other part of the family. Following the initial separation of
her parents in her pre-teen years, life, as Yuruma knew it, changed. She explained,
We had to go to [live] with my grandparents. It became very hard for my grandfather
to raise us so we went to live with our aunt. We stayed with our aunt for about 4 to 5
months where my little brother was deceased, because of the hardship, the care, since
my aunt had like 12 of us. She had to raise my aunt’s children and my mom’s
children. She didn’t have any children then. She only had 1 son who was already
grown, so she had only nieces and nephews from 2 sisters, you know.
During this timeframe Yuruma was thrust into the role of de-facto parent. With
neither parent around to care for her and her siblings, and an aunt who was overwhelmed with
caring for a dozen children, Yuruma witnessed the illness and subsequent death of her infant
brother. Following his death, she admitted feeling some relief from his death. She recounted,
“I said God knows why he put this child away because I can’t take care of a baby.” Yuruma’s
thought resembles that expressed earlier by Buta.
Although Yuruma admitted to feeling relieved back then, the experience was
profound. Her parents attempted to reconcile their relationship difficulties only to separate a
few years later. This time, Yuruma, now a recent high school graduate, assumed the
responsibility and ensured that her younger siblings complete high school. This care giving
has become part of who Yuruma is. Throughout the years, she had been the refuge for her
siblings whenever they faced challenges in life and they sought her help. Her intervention has
often required her nephews and nieces to spend extended time with Yuruma including full
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school years. Most recently, following the death of her younger sister, Yuruma has taken
custody of that sister’s teenage son. Yuruma’s actions are consistent with the Garifuna
identity which will be addressed in the next section.
Buta, Cayamu and Amanaya spoke extensively of the power of God and his role in
their daily life. They credit their source of strength as rooted in their frequent prayers without
the need to proselytize. They are all Catholic Lay Ministers. Buta recounted that her mother
always demonstrated her faith and resiliency by saying of her challenges, “I’ll leave it to
God.” With respect to her mother’s way of dealing with her marriage and family life, Buta
recalled that “I was mad [with my mother] because of the way she did things, [but] I found
out that the same principles I followed.”
Themes of sacrifice and suffering echoed resoundingly among this group of Garinagu.
The preceding snippets demonstrate some of the many ways in which these participants reveal
their character and their resiliency. In this context, resilience is their ability to navigate a
variety of challenges utilizing various approaches including active resistance, passive
resistance, apparent compliance, and the power of faith to weather everyday challenges. To
that extent, Buta commented, “I have to stand and take it all in. I have to struggle through it.”
Accepting suffering as a part of life is a strategy that most have embraced to varying degrees.
These Garinagu see education as a part of learning. Education for them is the
manifestation of change on the part of the learned. In today’s society of seemingly high
intolerance, it may be expected that following marital infidelity, the relationship should be
terminated. This group of Garinagu, led by their parents, has quietly confronted this
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expectation and instead has weathered the storm. Their experiences over time have helped to
build a degree of resilience that enabled them to change the behavior of the greater society.
These participants leaned upon their immediate and extended families to help
overcome the many disruptions that they faced. Resilience is being able to directly confront
and at times deflect challenges and to succeed in or overcome such challenges. Resiliency
among the Garinagu is a quality that is taught primarily through conversations. These
conversations initially flow from adult to child and progress to between adults. Coping tools
utilized to support resiliency are: seeking fellow Garinagu when arriving in new locations,
faith, attitude accepting suffering and hard work.
Buta witnessed her mother struggle through life and never wavered from the positive
outlook her mother held of life. Likewise, Buta expected to withstand trials and tribulations
and to maintain her strength so much so that “when, I had my struggles, there was no one
there for me to run to, you know. I had to stick it out the best way I could, you know.”
Narifa’s and Buta’s mothers’ response to their spouse’s misconduct cannot be
misconstrued to suggest that the Garifuna community condones mixed and broken family
situations. Rather, the community appears to place the values of family, caring, sharing and
even daring above that of image, perception, and position. These values represent part of
what can be termed the Garifuna identity. This identity will be discussed in the next section.
Although fidelity and trust issues have arisen and dissipated primarily among the population
of participants who are approaching 50 years and above, the cohabitation and marriage
relationships remain intact. This group is committed to the institution of the family. Divorce,
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separation, and short term relationships were sparse among this study’s participants. Tuanu
commented that
I think [that] from [when I was at] home I learn to take care of things. I was the oldest
brother so I take care of my siblings, right. Change their clothes, bathe, and take care
of them. And I even used to lash them sometimes. I got authority because I was the
older brother.
Yaruma talked about her challenges having to assume greater roles after the failure of her
parents’ relationship. However, except for these 2 situations, families extending their hands
to help other families served the intended beneficiary very well.
The availability of work to sustain living is a relevant part of the informal learning
process. Lack of work opportunities in the local area has forced many Garinagu to travel
throughout the country in search of work. Most of the participants in this study pursued a
career path that was similar to the path taken by one parent or that of a very close aunt or
uncle. As children, they traveled throughout the country accompanying their working parents.
This experience helped to prepare them for a similar path by making the process of moving
and the types of jobs seem natural.
For example, Amanaya’s father was a school teacher. She later became a school
teacher and principal. Along the way she also married a fellow schoolteacher. Amanaya
talked about the many late night sessions around the dinner table with her family as they all
did school work. Lisani came from a well-to-do family. His mother was a career educator and
his father was a successful civil servant who also owned a business. Lisani in turn spent time
as a schoolteacher, civil servant, and a business owner. Ynabonu’s father spent a few years as
a school teacher but he spent more time in the agriculture business. Ynabonu tried that line of
business but did not like it. He recalled a conversation with his uncle who was a
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schoolteacher. That uncle provided advice at a time when Ynabonu was confused about his
life’s direction. Ynabonu’s uncle also lived a life that Ynabonu admired and later tried to
emulate.
A few chose paths that were as far away as possible from that of their parent. For
example, a few participants had a father or influential male figure who was a farmer or
fisherman – and these participants made a deliberate decision to abandon that way of
subsistence. These participants mentioned the toughness of that lifestyle as their reason for
departure.
Familiarity comes from being embedded in an environment. Familiarity, coupled with
routine conversations facilitates an informal learning process. The paths in life selected by
learners often reflect the values with which they grew up. To varying extents, all of these
participants have been able to reflect upon some of the activities that they observed their
parents engage in, and leverage those experiences to advance their careers and individual
lives.
Relocations have resulted in some Garinagu behaving in ways that are much to the
consternation of fellow Garinagu. Chichuyu commented that “especially when they moved
from their community and they go and live in Belize City or somewhere else, these people
don’t speak Garifuna or they don’t want people to speak Garifuna to them. They feel belittled
by us doing that, speaking Garifuna to them.”
Some of the Garinagu in the area have been termed seasonal Garifuna because,
according to their critics, they only seem to embrace their heritage around Garifuna
Settlement Day Celebrations in November. Amanaya expressed her mixed bag of feelings in
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reference to such behaviors. Her sentiments were echoed by other Garinagu in the region
when they discussed their experiences and their place within the local community and the
national Garifuna community.
Physical mobility is part of the Garifuna identity. Government work has led to the
breakdown of the regionalization of ethnic groups and a greater understanding, if not
appreciation, of the “other” ethnic groups around Belize. It did so partly by facilitating
interaction and providing an avenue for each group to dispel commonly held stereotypes
about each other.
The Manifestation of Resiliency
I always tell my daughters the stories about what the Garifuna people went through.
It’s important to always recall or account from where you came and what you went
through, so that you can pass it on to your children, so that they know the challenges
that you went through. (Lisani)
The preceding section examined some of the many challenges that these participants
experienced and shared with me. Being confronted with challenges and overcoming them is not
unique to this community. Resiliency is the ability to make choices in difficult situations and to
somehow overcome. Lisani shared one strategy of ensuring that his children are exposed to
opportunities to build resiliency – that of sharing stories. Among the personal characteristics that
these participants consistently displayed in their lives were: (a) decisiveness, (b) discipline and
persistence, and (c) resourcefulness. A discussion of these characteristics follows.
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Decision Making
Learners are constantly making choices. Many of these choices are made
spontaneously. Lisani commented, “I’m a survivor, I’m a quick thinker.” Some of the most
routine decisions add up to be very consequential. For example, the decision to spend a
summer vacation with a grandparent can connect one with traditional cultural aspects more
than what one might gain from a summer with an aunt or uncle. Lisani opted to go study in
one country instead of another. His decision was influenced by his ability and desire to
connect with his ancestry.
Some participants acknowledged having opportunities to make many choices. These
choices included the option to choose which language to communicate with in their home and
later, where to live. Today, activities involving Garifuna culture in the area are carried out
primarily by the few families who were required to use Garifuna as the in-home language.
They are also the people who remain most connected to the food and rituals.
Throughout their discussions with me, participants regularly referred to the decisions
that they made. These decisions are sometimes spontaneous and routine, and at other times,
they require long deliberations. The individual may conduct research, or gain new knowledge
or insight through conversations and self-reflection. Because these decisions are often made
in the natural flow of life, the process is usually not documented. Instead, the individual
moves purposefully toward implementing that final decision. The end activity often then
appears routine, and affects multiple facets of the individual’s personal life as well as a wider
circle or scope of influence.
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Character is exemplified in the courage to take chances and make decisions. These
learners seem to have defined thought processes that they exhaust in their decision making
processes. In many situations, considerations get processed and checked off rather rapidly.
The quickness with which decisions are made makes some decisions seem routine or like they
are done without great thought. Guiding principles come alive when participants are
confronted with situations or when they are challenged to slow down and share their process.
For example, Buta discussed how she unconsciously modeled her mother’s behavior. She
commented that she was mad, because of the way that her mother did things, yet “I found out
that the same principles I followed.” When Buta faced challenges in life, she refused to repay
evil with evil. To that end she added that “the more someone does things that are displeasing
to me, the more I’m asking God to bless them. So like I, I realize, I said well, you know what,
that was the way my mother acted, you know. And I end up like that.”
What the individual views or defines as success involves constantly making decisions
and choices. These decisions are often pondered for long periods of time Decisions are not
just made in a box. They are not constrained by time or space, but are continuous,
spontaneous and non-linear. A person may be engaged in one activity and be making
decisions about something else simultaneously. Decisions involve assessments of risks,
benefits, and opportunities. A key ingredient of the decision making process is honesty with
oneself and one’s relationships.
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Discipline and Persistence
Participants discussed the difficulties that they faced in life. All recognized multiple
opportunities for failure. Persistency comes from a refusal to accept failure. Chichuya
discussed his efforts to start a business. He faced ample challenges with which he felt unable
to keep up or endure. Following a series of disappointments, he almost surrendered his will to
persist. Chichuya expected to see growth but it was not materializing at the pace or level that
he expected. He commented, “I could have failed, right. I would have found that a failure. I
was impatient or you know, just, pull out too quick, right, but, you face your challenges in
life, right.” Chichuya credited his pension for affording him the opportunity to check his
impatience and to persist. The pension allowed him to take greater risk. He was not in a dire
situation. Having a financial cushion helped in his persistence and his ability to stick with a
decision. Unlike the individual noted as an example with resourcefulness who used
impatience to learn and grow, Chichuya saw impatience as being detrimental to success,
growth, and learning. In this case, impatience is connected to failure and premature activity.
When situations are critical, one may not have the opportunity to wait things out. Instead,
they may have to quit that direction and take alternative actions in order to survive. The
gravity or severity of a situation thus impacts or predicates decision making.
Comments such as “I am a hard working worker, you know, I learn easily and I’m
dependable” and “to be honest, I got married but I wasn’t quite ready yet. But I wanted to do the
right thing” reveal some self-assessment conducted by these participants. Participants

consistently assessed their decisions, their capabilities, and their competencies. Although
they may not discuss their apprehensions and doubts openly, they tend to assess themselves
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honestly. Honesty with oneself enables the individual to assess personal strengths and
weaknesses and identify opportunities in life. Understanding one’s limitations is a product of
honesty with oneself.

Resourcefulness
The ability to inventory one’s abilities was the precursor to resourcefulness. The
participants learned to recognize opportunities and were ready and able to deploy their skills
and abilities whenever opportunities surfaced. Connections to these beliefs are found in the
literature. When required or given the opportunity, humans could adapt to any situation after
a while (Banks et al., 2007). Learning is driven not merely by abstract situations, but rather,
by the actual problem-solving-and intrinsic part of the real life situations with which the
protagonists are dealing (Gladwin, 1985). For example, one participant waited for a week to
have some mechanic friends repair his vehicle. After repeated promises from the mechanics
that they would come by and fix his vehicle, the individual went around asking questions.
Once he felt comfortable that he understood what was being advised and he connected that to
his general knowledge, he went ahead and worked on his vehicle. He successfully repaired
his vehicle. He credited his impatience with motivating him to learn something new.
Resourcefulness comes from the ability to access and activate their networks.
Exposures resulting from living with and among extended families prepare Garinagu
for both independence and adaptation to varying environments. Living with extended
families works like antidotes and immunizations. The exposure is like the antidote that then
serves to prevent disasters from occurring whenever the individual leaves familiar spaces and
subsequently enters a new environment in which someone who has not received that antidote
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would likely fail. The exposure gives them the tools necessary to build and sustain
meaningful relationships. Relationships are at the heart of Garifuna learning and identity.
Identity involves the aspects of rituals, food, ancestry, character values and experience. The
term used to encircle these aspects is Garifunaduaü which is the next topic.
Garifunaduaü
To a certain extent, the way how you, how we grew up, like we never fit in anywhere,
because you, you’re not 100% accepted in Dangriga, as an outsider, and then they, you
‘re never, you are never accepted in Cayo. So, um, you are never really a part of the
family here, and then when you go home, you are never, you’re still not a part of your
family right, because you also see things differently, you behave differently, you speak
differently, um, and that is, a lot of times misinterpreted, right? So, in a sense we
have, we have our own community. (Lisani)
Learning is a process which involves some forms of observation, internalization of the
observed content, the opportunity to revisit or retrieve the information, response capabilities
and a motivational process (Bandura, 1969). The learner is discriminating in what is accepted
and internalized. Nasir and Hand (2006) suggest that learning is a function of various levels
of development that is influenced by the personal relationships and the tools that the
individual employs in the development process. The interconnection of the overall
development process and the relationships that develop over time becomes part of the identity
that the individual accepts and the identity which the existent society ascribes to the
individual.
The Garifuna identity is multi-modal and multi-dimensional. The physical and visual
aspects of the individual constitute parts of the identity formation. Also important to the
concept of Garifuna identity are the character values. The term used to summarize and
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describe the embodiment of Garifuna identity is Garifunaduaü. Amanaya asserts that the
notion of Garifunaduaü includes an active process that is centered on the family unit, and
extends to the community at large. She identified “caring, sharing, daring and family” as key
constructs of Garifunaduaü. Guayaranu described Garifunaduaü this way:
It was a way of life: respect, love for one another, concern for one another, more than
having their many; we never had many given neither, you know. What we were given
was just basic and we were satisfied with it; we were satisfied with our way of life.
Caring, sharing, and daring are the character aspects of this active identity formation
process and reflect the role of relationships among the members of the group. The make-up
and significance of relationships are emblematic of collectivist cultures (Triandis & Suh,
2002). The identity which is created over time reflects the lived experiences of its beholder.
The experiences are supplemented by the attitude and character values that each individual
possesses. Tuanu and Barabenu add that acceptance and appreciation of one’s heritage are
key constructs of Garifunaduaü. Major parts of this suggested heritage includes the language
and the rituals. Buta and Ynabonu insist that Garifunaduaü includes the food that the group
members have long held as a distinguishing part of their diet. Barabenu includes the food and
language as essential constructs of Garifunaduaü. Although efforts are being made to provide
some distinction among these constructs, clear defining lines do not separate one construct
from the other. These constructs will be discussed in the following paragraphs.
Caring
The care that one offers to another is often indicative of the relationship that the
parties share. At other times, this care is an extension of the relationship that the persons
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involved in the act of caring shares with a third party. Ynabonu shared some stories of such
connections. He talked about his wife taking care of several relatives. He painted this picture
of his spouse:
By the time I got married to her, my mother was already gone, and the old man (his
father) was already sick. He lived about two more years. He spent some time with us
and she took very good care of him. My baby brother who died last year was sickly.
He also stayed with us and she took care of him. Yeah she took care of him like uh,
like he was her son. Her brother who had been sick abroad, we brought him over here
two years ago. He was buried from this house. He was more like my son; more like
my son. He has two children and I treat them like they are my grandchildren. In fact,
one is visiting right now. [My wife] has to share herself with all of them. Then we
had one in Belize City, one of her nieces. Sometimes she has to go and spend the
weekend there with her because then, her mother is gone, her father is gone, her
grandmother is gone. Then sometimes, she has to go to [another part of the country]
to spend time with another niece over there. At times, she even leaves the local
geographical area to go and take care of her nieces and nephews.
Ynabonu added that although they were struggling financially as a family, there were
times when both his relatives and his wife’s relatives came by. “They could come and spend
as much time as they wanted; we would find the money to give them when they were ready to
leave.” Caring may also involve sacrifice and sharing.
Saleta is a giggly medical professional with a vibrant personality. She is also the
mother of four children. I visited Saleta in her office for each interview. Her cell phone and
land lines rang incessantly as she navigated hosting me and carrying out her duties. Through
it all she remained composed and polite with both me and with her many customers. Saleta’s
warm and soft voice almost seems at odds with her decisiveness as the leader of her team.
She shared stories of benevolence received and bestowed. Saleta confessed that she
benefitted from the care and timely intervention of a few individuals during her childhood.
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Were it not for their care and intervention, her career might never have blossomed.
Specifically, she revealed that:
My high school years weren’t too good. I was a straight A student. And like I said,
my mom was alone. I finished 1st form (9th grade), and I wasn’t even planning on
finishing high school because my mom couldn’t afford it anymore. But, I had a
teacher; she and the principal saw the potential, and they were our neighbors. So on
the first day of school, when school was open for me to go into 2 nd form (10th grade), I
didn’t go [to school]. And as [the teacher] got home that evening, she went straight to
the house and asked my mom why I was not at school. My mom told her [that] she
couldn’t afford it. She couldn’t get uniforms or anything like that. So she told [my
mom], ‘Look, we are not losing any student like Saleta. Make sure she goes to school
in the morning and don’t worry about nothing, nothing, nothing.’ So I went to school
in casual clothes, went into class. In the afternoon, they took me to [a benefactor]. He
was the general manager at Texaco at that time. They showed him my report card
[and they discussed] my conduct and personality, and everything. They said that they
could not lose a student, my mom was a single mother, making $130 something every
two weeks, with these kids, you know, so it was kind of difficult. So, [the benefactor]
saw the grades and said, ‘ok, we need productive people, so yes.’ So he signed on for
a scholarship for me for the next three years. [He] paid the school fees that my mom
owed, got all of my books, and [the teacher] was the one who got the uniforms for me.
That’s how I finished. So that was how I finished high school.
Saleta shared the following tribute of her mother which epitomizes the principle of
caring:
Everybody says that their mom is the best, but my mom was, she was the best. She is
the type of person; she would give her all to people who she didn’t even know. She
used to be a domestic [aid] at the old hospital and at the same time, and there was an
old man who was in the ward. She didn’t know this old man. She arrived at home one
evening and this woman was washing (doing laundry) and I said, ‘ma, which
boyfriend did you find?’ She said, “It’s not like that. There is this poor old man who
nobody comes and visit. All his clothes are dirty and he is only wrapped in sheets.”
She said that she did not like to see that. So she brought the man’s clothes, washed
them and ironed them, then took them back.
Amanaya recalled a situation wherein her father was hospitalized out of town. Her
mother traveled to help accompany her husband. A relative left her own family and came to
stay with Amanaya and her siblings. She explained:
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Two days ago, a young man came here and I looked at him and we started talking that
ka buguchi bu (who is your father), you know? I said to him “Ka buguchu bei (Who is
your mother)? And when he started telling me who his parents were, I said who are
you, you know? So I told him, “Your father, you grandmother, and my grandfather,
were first cousins. Because, when my grandfather died, she came to spend the time
with us in Dangriga at home because we were young and at that time, my father was
um, getting surgery in Belize City. So, you see, that is a part of Garifunaduaü, that she
came to stay with us to be with us, in the absence of our parents. That is one of the
aspects of Garifunaduaü. It was quite, like you know, taking care of our
grandchildren, great grandchildren. That was a part. It was a shame for a Garifuna
although there was a schism that if you don’t take care of your grandchildren, you
don’t mind take care of this one and you don’t take care of your mother, you don’t
take care of your father, it was a shame. Busíganu (shame)! So that is the part with
this Garifunaduaü. And, again a part of Garifunaduaü is that, no matter what happens,
no matter, you go out there, the moment you find out, well for me personally, that this
person is, is a Garifuna, I make it, I can go out of my way to see if I could help that
person. That’s another thing, an attitude about Garifunaduaü, Garifuna people.
Cayuma echoed Amanaya’s assertion. She claimed that
If anything like a sickness happened to this family, one of the family members would
be there to stay with the family of whosoever has the sick. They will stay and go by
turn, you know and help you mind (care for) your sick, you know. They [were] more
loving than [we are] now.
Cayuma’s conclusion suggests a shift in cultural behavior. The shift is that this
selfless behavior may no longer be as prevalent as before. This may no longer be available
because of two parents working, the absence of many parents, and living in looser knit
communities and change in norms resulting from marriage or relationships outside to
members of other groups who do not share or support their practice.
Cayuma and Amanaya’s examples address the Garifunaduaü principles of caring,
sharing and family. It also sheds light into the “Meetings, Greetings and Engagement”
process which will be discussed in greater detail later in the chapter. The relative whom
Amanaya referenced in this story, had a spouse at home to care for her own children.
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Amanaya and her siblings were temporarily without an adult in their home. This individual
stayed with them and also maintained contact with her family and home. Amanaya
commented, “So, you see, that is a part of Garifunaduaü, that she came to stay with us to be
with us, in the absence of our parents. That is one of the aspects of being, of Garifunaduaü.”
Tuanu is a retired public service officer who enjoys fishing. He goes out and brings
back his catch to share with some of his friends in the neighborhood. Tuanu commented that
one of his in-laws was in town caring for one of his children who recently underwent a
medical procedure.
In times of need when parents become incapacitated or are unable to adequately attend
to their children, adult female relatives often leave their own homes and families to render
assistance. Tuanu indicated that this type of caring only scratches the surface of what it
means to care for friends and relatives to the level of Garifunaduaü. For Tuanu, the caring
that rises to the level of Garifunaduaü requires that individuals work hard at being productive
and toward setting the table especially for their immediate family to succeed. In this case,
caring is seen as an act that provides long term benefits.
Tuanu suggests that, “for a Garifuna to be productive, you have to do different things
and have something to pass on to your children. I’m not talking about one house. Have
something. So much land, so much development, and things like that.” Land ownership has
not been a priority among the Garifuna community (Palacio, 2009). Tuanu envisions a new
attitude that embraces a business mentality, as the key to Garinagu being able to care for their
families in the long run.
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Amanaya was the primary caregiver to her ailing husband of 61 years. Although
caring for her husband proved extremely demanding, doing so did not preclude Amanaya
from caring for others. The fact that she had so much to deal with and care for, never deterred
Amanaya from inquiring about my family and of the status of the many visitors that she
received throughout my time in the field. Each episode started with her genuine questions
about the welfare of my family.
The intervention by the relatives has not always been to the benefit of the intended
beneficiary. At times, voiceless children became de facto slaves for other relatives.
Following her father’s death, which occurred when she was an eight year old primary school
student, Cayamu had the misfortune of living with various relatives in different locales during
her childhood and adolescence. Rather than getting the opportunity to continue pursuing
formal education like her other relatives, Cayamu was denied the opportunity and relegated to
the role of family slave. Tuanu revealed that his mother, who lost her own mother when the
former was only six years old, shared the same fate of being relegated to the role of family
slave. Cayamu talked about her childhood experiences trying to continue school after the
death of her father:
I find myself living with my auntie from my pa’s side, you know. It was not a set
thing for me. Then, then after that, after living with my auntie, I went to [a Garifuna
community] with my auntie’s daughter. Now I went back to nurse again, mind
(caretaking), you know. Like few months, of the year and just like that when you see
(claps hands), [it is time to] move on again. In those times, you know, I am not going
to school. I don’t know what’s going to happen next. I really didn’t enjoy my
childhood. Again, I have to always be the one at home caring for the babies while my
mom is gone to seek her daily living. You know, like I have to be a parent before my
time. So I really never enjoyed it because I have to be responsible from that time. I
cook for my brother; I see that they get clean, you know; I look after things like a like
a grown up person.
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In talking about his mother’s experience, Tuanu commented:
So she was raised by her uncles and aunts who wanted her, because we enslave each
other, you know, so my mother took care of babies, each one of them who had babies
and so “oh, take this girl” so she will stay home and mind baby all day but not go to
school. Their children will go to school but she was their family, right?
These examples of betrayal that voiceless children experienced add to the trust
issues plaguing the Garifuna community. The experiences are held close and revisited
time and again as they rest prominent in how life turns out for the individuals
involved. Yet these experiences also add to the resiliency exhibited by many
individuals and the group as a whole.
Sharing
“To keep it, you have to give it away.” (Chichuyu)
The principles of caring and sharing are almost inseparable. They are most effective
and meaningful when they are applied together. Recalling her mother’s actions, Saleta
explained that

She made the cake right. I would bake, my other sister was putting down marley, and
[mom] was looking around. On the morning, because she was the traditional type who
did everything on the night of the 24th, Christmas morning, she was sitting out on the
verandah and she was calling everybody for food. There was this little man picking
out of the garbage and she was like, “Pappy, come for a plate of food,” you know.
She didn’t know the person. Well, my sister was kinda particular. She said, ”ma, you
don’t even know that man.” So she would say, “you have it. You know where it is
coming from. He does not know where his next meal is coming from. And get the
cake; and give him a beer; give him his soft drink. Merry Christmas pappy.”
Anybody. She did not have to know you. Another example: a young lady, whom
everybody knew was on crack, came over. So she came [and asked my mom], “can
you please help me with a dollar or two so that I can feed my babies?” My mom went
and got bread, got flour, got rice, gave her a little bag with groceries and her last $5.
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A little while after, “Sal, can I get ten,” but she wanted me to go and buy something
for her. I said ok. She said, ”but I just gave that girl my last $5.” I said, ok ma. So I
went to the shop; and I looked at her and I laughed. I said, ”you are giving away your
capital?” She said, “the girl needed it more than me,” so she gave her. That is the
type of person that she is: always, always willing to help; always smiling. That is
what people liked about her most. Her colleagues at the hospital called her “Roses” or
“number one.” That was her nickname. She was sweet, and she never thought twice
about doing anything for anybody.
Each of the participants in this study vividly recounted situations in which they saw
others struggling. Some situations were short term while others were more persistent. Tuanu
expects those who are in better or more stable situations to extend a helping hand. He
challenged those in positions where they can help to “give a scholarship to somebody who is
poor. Buy a food basket every month and just carry it to two or three people. If you want [to,
do so] every month, you know what I mean. Give to people who need it.” Saleta admitted to
benefitting from such gestures.
Amanaya discussed a situation in which her family’s real estate was almost lost. The
situation mirrored what her grandparents had endured decades earlier as a result of a mortgage
transaction. Amanaya acknowledged that learning is derived from “talking [and] handing
down my story, my lifestyle.” It also comes from “some of the things that I could share.”
She contends that failures represent opportunities from which to learn. This learning is
especially from our “parents and then when, when things happen, you apply, you say, “Oh
my, this is what my granny used to say. This is what my mom used to say.” Chichiyu talked
about a situation in which he almost lost a child. He claimed that
Those were my lowest period in my life, but I learned off it. I became like a counselor
right, to others who have the same type of problem and it changed my life. So, to keep
it, you have to give it away. I give of myself. And then I became more dedicated to
my family, right. I saw my children through school; but that change in my life, right.
It wasn’t too cumbersome for me. No, I was there for them. But that is part of my

132
experiences in life and I’m grateful for that. To keep it, you have to give it away,
right.
Lisani admitted to “having conversations with [my children], about their lives and our
lives, and speaking to them about what you consider a mistake that has occurred in your life
and how you would like that not to occur to their lives and stuff like that” as a routine way of
information exchange and learning opportunity. Saleta added that:
I let my son know what we went through so that he doesn’t take things for granted.
Because, I tell him, you know, some people have it; some people don’t. When you
can get it, you get it; when you can’t, you can’t. So I brought him up with that. But, I
let him know what we went through.
Sharing then is not simply the exchange of material goods but also includes advice,
companionship, and knowledge. What is shared may not be material but can be materiel in
nature. Participants cited the desire to care for and share with others as the primary reason for
choosing the careers that they chose. These careers enabled them to share more than regular
working hours that the job entailed, and allowed for interaction outside the doors of business.
For example, Saleta described her career choice this way:
From primary school or ever since what you call play house, I was always either a
nurse or a nun. But somehow, my passion is always to help people; I always wanted
to help people; help people feel happy; things like that, ever since. So, I chose the
noble profession of nursing. I don’t know why, but that was what I always wanted to
do. If I wasn’t a nun, I was a nurse.
Buta discussed meeting a former student more than 20 years after he walked outside
the door, never to complete his elementary education. She was disturbed to learn that it was
the words of a fellow educator that ultimately destroyed this person’s confidence and showed
him out the halls of school unescorted.
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Amanaya viewed participation in research as part of her Garifunaduaü. With regards
to being interviewed, she confessed that,
I think that it’s ok because it’s a matter of sharing um what I have experienced and
what my life has been and so. Because its, if I hold onto it and I don’t pass it on, it
will just be lost. So it’s, being interviewed, is a part of sharing, to me [you] know. So
that is the point. It is how I take it: sharing the story, and passing on the knowledge.
And also our experiences; sharing our experiences, because, people will not know
what you have been through unless you talk to them. And also, you appreciate the
time that people take out to come and interview you to find out of the past, because,
you know, it will just die with me and then nobody would know about it.
Chichiyu confessed that it had been a long time since he had consciously reflected on
his life. The opportunity to reflect allowed him to look back and see where he came from to
where he is today. He added that
This exercise is good to me because it um, it lets me take a private moral inventory or
an inventory of my own self, right. It’s an inventory of my own self which I am
grateful to you for, right, because of many reasons, right? You know, sometimes I just
sit down and have a wealth of knowledge of a lot of things and so on, and sometimes I
don’t share it.
Sharing knowledge and hospitality ensures preservation of culture. Barabenu explains
sharing his experiences this way:
Somewhere down the road of life, you will need to unwind; put out all this
information that you have gathered. It kind of has you all tense but when you can
divulge some of it, you know, it helps you unwind. How many of the people who
were there realize it? That is what I find out about it. Then it becomes the baby of the
receiver to take care of that information. You have taken it off your head.
Another source of sharing and preservation is through cultural day activities within the
school system. I attended a few of these events. One situation particularly stood out. Bullet
Tree village along with the primary school’s faculty and students are almost entirely of
Mestizo descent. The school is administered by the Catholic Church. For cultural day, the
entire school assembled and sang the “Our Father” in Garifuna. Accompanied with
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traditional Garifuna drumming, this rendition pulls everyone together and even brings a
teardrop to my eyes. It is quite interactive. Garifuna style drumming has been incorporated
into many aspects of the catholic mass (Flores, 2001). Sharing in this way has brought more
exposure to the Garifuna culture and way of life and enabled greater understanding of the
group’s practices.
The Garifuna culture and experience is rich with reciprocating relationships. The meet
and greet process, which will be discussed in greater details later, involves sharing by both
parties. On the opposite end of the person sharing the story is a listener, a receiver. Chugui, a
young man I encountered in Barranco, referenced the departure of Garinagu youth from this
village. He posed the following question as a part of his justification for staying put in the
village: “With everybody else leaving, who’s going to be here to listen to all these older folks
and their story?” Having an outlet to share their stories is an aspect of Garifunaduaü and key
to learning within the community. Chichiyu echoed Chugui and Amanaya’s sentiments. In
this sense, sharing is seen as a means of retaining what one has.
Among many of these Garinagu, participating in exercises such as this current
research is a less common way of sharing. Yet, the regular daily conversations, particularly
with younger adults and pre-adults present great opportunities for learning. Palacio (1998)
found that many of the artisans and craftsmen desperately wanted to share their skills and
knowledge with the younger generation to ensure the continuation of their trades and the
availability of cultural artifacts. However, identifying and recruiting interested apprentices
has proved futile. The desire for such learning seems to be on the decline.
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Chugui talked about the need to be available as an outlet for elders in the community
who were willing to share their life experiences. Guayarano commented that through this
process, he has had the opportunity to reflect upon his life in a manner he has never done
before. The in depth questions allowed him to assess his life. In doing so, he learned how,
through his various experiences, he has transformed over time. Similarly, Barabenu reflected
upon his life and connected many of his challenges in life to some decisions he made as a
young man. Buta mentioned that although she journals and conducts exercises in reflection, it
was not until she started sharing some of her experiences in this exercise that she too was able
to understand the significance of many of her salient life experiences.
Chugui discussed working alongside researchers in the area. He talked about
opportunities he has had to leave the village to pursue higher education elsewhere. He
exposed his fear of leaving and being indoctrinated into other ways of thinking that may be
detrimental to his Garifuna way of life and thinking. Chugui added that most of those who
are interested in learning end up having to leave the village in order to do so. Their departure
leaves him concerned about who will be around to hear the stories and experiences which the
elders long to share. “Who will be around to hear them?” he asked. Chugui stressed that
those stories cannot be shared in a day or a short time; therefore, extended presence is
necessary even if those same stories are repeated.
A young lady whom I met on my way to Barranco commented that she preferred
conversations with the community elders. She commented that “the elder people use their
experience to help teach and to advise. They stress patience, tolerance, compromise and
understanding in relationships.” On the other hand, the younger people are quick to advise a
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distressed person to abandon a relationship or situation. They tend to be quick to suggest that
one needs not put up with the distressing situation and could do better elsewhere.
Chugui also discussed his role in many research projects on Garinagu over the years.
He was particularly displeased with researchers who don’t acknowledge their participants by
name in their research. Dr. Palacio expressed similar sentiments. For Chugui, acknowledging
participants by name is beneficial to the local community. He suggests that as participants die
or cannot be reached, researchers can provide valuable information and insights to their offsprings and kin about the participant at the time of the research. This approach, Chugui
suggests, is one way for researchers to reciprocate to the researched communities. This way,
when participants and communities share their stories, they help to preserve themselves and
their cultures for others to come to know.
The rituals also involve reciprocity. Through the rituals, the living offers gifts, thanks
and recognition to the ancestors. For example, Barabenu shared his thought process of paying
homage to the ancestors this way:
Grandpa, grandma, because you took care of me, or you are taking care of me,
I am giving you this. Another thing, give them the best. Because they are
seeing, they are seeing. As a matter of fact, they are here with us talking,
listening to us. Another thing: if you can’t do it right now, tell them. They
will understand… Another thing, if you are going to do something for them,
[do it] properly. These are your ancestors. You are supposed to respect them.
They are right around you taking care of you. So, why can’t you give them
something? Why can’t you give them the best? Exactly!
Amanaya concluded her interviews by stating that “I hope you will be able to share
your story with your children and grandchildren. I found out that its not to give up the fight,
to keep on doing, that is, that is the path.”
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Lisani approached the principle of sharing from a different perspective. He used the
example of seeking suppliers when he was building his house. He noted that it was very
important for him to spread his business around. Spreading the business enabled him to build
and maintain relationships. By being loyal and truthful to his partners, Lisani was able to earn
their trust and loyalty. He considered trust and loyalty to be key characteristics of meaningful
relationships. He suggested that “people just help you because you want to help yourself.”
From this perspective, learners must take action towards their learning. Lisani attributes the
successes he has achieved in life to his ambition and the principle of helping oneself.
Sharing is giving. Group and self-preservation result from sharing. Amanaya
concluded with these words: “So then again, that comes from the part when you go about
talking, handing down my story, my lifestyle. You see, these are some of the things that I
could share.” She added that “if I hold onto it and I don’t pass it on, it will just be lost…it will
just die with me and then nobody would know about it.”

Power involves the ability to influence others. The source of the power is those who
have been influenced doing that which the sharer advocates. Sharing is the conduit of such
power. The act of sharing and the totality of what is shared seldom remains locked in that
space and time. It moves with its new co-holder. The reach of this holder becomes the lower
margins of the influence that the original source can reach or influence. Once shared or given
away, the possibilities for reach expands limitlessly. The greater the sharing exercised, the
broader the possible scope of influence. Sharing then can function as a means of advancing
one’s ideas, beliefs, and principles. Those with whom the individual shares thoughts and
ideas can become the foot soldiers to spread the message (Fingeret & Drennon, 1997).
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Without someone with whom to share possessions, not many things in life are worth
sacrificing for, accomplishing, or achieving. Value comes not merely from what is possessed,
but from what that possession means to the next person who covets it. Through sharing, the
source entrusts the receiver with the commodity or information and empowers them to
multiply the reach of such products. The receiver has a responsibility to carry on.
Sharing insights, experiences and materials help to nurture relationships among the
parties that are involved. Relationships involve connections between two or more entities.
One entity does not exist merely to support the other. At times it is necessary for one side of
the relationship to challenge or confront the position that the other side occupies. The
strength to challenge is what daring, the next topic, is about.
Daring
When they do something you don’t like, you tell them about it, even if they get vex.
You tell them about it. It has to be in a nice way, you know. One of our advantages is
that, we moved out of Dangriga. We lived out, different parts and so. It makes a
difference, you know. So, but living in the community, the family, our extended
families, everybody wants to labor that person or have a lot to say. There hardly any
kind of um, how would I say, kind of um, love… sometimes we hardly love.
The above quotation is Amanaya explanation of daring. Amanaya’s explanation
suggests her belief that Garifunaduaü is not being meek and submissive but that this character
embodiment also requires courage, strength, fortitude, a high sense of responsibility, and
passion for justice and fairness. Yet, it also requires sensitivity and respect. Garifunaduaü is
active and engaging. Daring includes a child challenging her father over his infidelity; a
spouse challenging the other spouse’s addiction; a spouse choosing to stay in a relationship
against the advice of many others; and a member who was hand-picked, without prior notice,
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to lead a nascent Purple Movement which sought justice for the death of a young college
student.
Although he had family responsibilities and no immediate job awaiting him,
Guayaranu walked away from a job that he held. He walked away because of the overreach
by his superiors. In an environment of high unemployment it is apparent that the supervisors
didn’t anticipate that a person with family responsibilities would quit a job without having
another job in the pipeline. Guayaranu referred to his longtime friend, the local Garifuna
community “patriarch” this way:
He was a person who was not too liked you know, when he was, when he was
managing. He wasn’t popular you know. No, and sometimes you used to hear some
things about him, alright. But I will tell you why: He was a disciplined individual. He
did not tolerate nonsense. He was a perfectionist. And if it’s so, it’s so. He did not
bend. And when you are managing, sometimes you have to be a little bit resilient.
You know that kind of way? He was rigid. And because of that he was unpopular.
But, he was always on the right track. And, when you are a person like that, many
people won’t like you. Even your own kids won’t like you when you’re too, when
you’re too strict, you know. And that, that was his fault. He was, he was too strict.
Yeah, he was always right. Yeah, definitely! But but one thing: he was organized in
thought and also in management, in his long term plan. He could see things long
ahead of time; he knew how to plan. That’s why he and many of the politicians
couldn’t get along: because of the fact that he knows what he wants, [and] he know
what he plans. Politicians want things to please voters and so, and that is not the best
thing for a community many and you know, and he, he’s up-front. He doesn’t care
who you are. That was Etubalo.
Even the task of revealing oneself in the conduct of this research is viewed by several
participants as a daring act. Yet, they view their participation in this research as part of
Garifunaduaü. Gulisi saw daring as part of one’s character. She commented,
I’ve stuck to character values. I guide myself by that. I try not to get outside the
box….I believe in dealing with everybody; I believe in being fair with everybody; I
believe in doing what I have to do for my community that, you know, that’s the type
of person I am. I don’t believe in one-sided decision.

140
Working “inside the box” is not always viewed as daring and often earn leaders the
title of “sleeping giants.” Yet, personal principles dictate a different manner of addressing
issues. The manner chosen at times go against the behavior one may opt for in another
situation. Gulisi described her personality this way:
I won’t hold things against you but I must tell you this is how I feel and you know I
have to say it that I’m that type of a person. If something bothers me or affects me, I
will say it. And this, even with my work, I’m even if I suspect that nothing is going to
come out of it, I’m going to say it.
Saleta shared some of the recent challenges that she faced in the workplace. She too
had to confront some situations and speak up. She explained that:
We had a young lady working at Admin. She would just throw phrases and things,
and so, one day, I went up there and so, I asked her if I could see her. I said, let me
speak to you. I took her into the conference room. I asked, do you have a problem
with me, my color, my race? I said, because whenever I pass you, you would throw
some comments. I said, if you have a problem with me, my color, my race, address it
with me. I said, you can’t complain anything about my job. I’m here to so certain
things. I was sent here to put certain things in place. That is what I’m here to do. I’m
not here for any popularity contest; I’m not here for anybody to like me. I’m here to
put things in place. That was it. I don’t get intimidated… So, if they had a problem
with it, then they will have gripes, not me. But eventually, they opened up and they
accepted.
Saleta describes a situation with another coworker this way:
She was just making everybody miserable; just do things that are against the public
service regulations; do things contrary to the Ministry’s directives, and I couldn’t
stand for that. If you’re wrong, you’re wrong. That’s with me. [I am one of the] four
who were the strongest ones who stood up to her and let her know what is what; what
time it is. I documented everything. I did a cover letter and I sent it up to the
Ministry. So they came and had several meetings with her. She doesn’t want to listen
to anybody so that’s why she is being transferred. She is leaving. I don’t know if it is
fortunate or unfortunate that I am the only one that she can’t get rid of from here.
Before, she used to call us her “headache,” her “nightmare.” She said, I’ll make sure
that you get transferred.
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Several participants went against the pressures and demands of their immediate
relatives who preferred that the participant reside in traditional Garifuna communities. Going
against those pressures were challenging. Amanaya believes that “sometimes we have to eat
our humble pie, right? We have to give in, right? When you compromise, you balance it
right.” Compromise itself can also be a daring act.
Some participants made the decision to reside away from more populous Garifuna
communities for different reasons. Amanaya suggested that “One of our advantage[s] is that,
we moved out of [a traditional Garifuna community]. We lived out in different parts and so”
they avoided some of the pitfalls that they associated with living in traditional Garifuna
communities. Guacita reflected on the fact that her children were not raised in a traditional
Garifuna community. She reasoned that:
Bearing in mind that the children are growing up in a different environment, that make
you feel good, because it would be more difficult for me to raise my children up in the
environment in [a traditional Garifuna community] as a single parent. That’s how I
feel because of the other influences on the street. Because everybody that would be
there is family, right, and then to me, like it is easier to be led astray in an environment
like that because it is too open. And up this side, it is a more limited environment that
you have more control of your family.
Participants identified the perceived moral breakdown of Garifuna communities as
reasons for relocating. Ynabonu commented that
There are a lot of things I can point to that I don’t like about [a particular Garifuna
village]. For instance, women with their pints in their hand moving about the place, I
don’t go for that shit. Because, during my time there, that was a no-no thing. We did
not have women drinking about… Yeah, this ever-increasing man and woman type of
thing got so prevalent now so that the young child is beginning to co-habit. That
didn’t happen. We don’t expect those type of things because that is not the way. That
is not developing our society it’s only growing apart, so much so that the place is so
sickened with um the bad disease. It’s out there on a very large scale too. Every so
often they drop, they’re dead, heavily laden with it till their time comes, so these types
of things.
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Saitu, who worked with public safety, recognized some of the trends early. Saitu and
the other participants attributed this moral decay partly to the influence of media technology
and the influx of material goods that relatives living abroad remit (Babcock & Conway, 2000;
Miller, 1993). Lisani commented,
That period while we were growing up, um, that migration that happened earlier, uh,
had a certain effect in terms of remittances right. That era, while I was growing up,
everybody was getting checks from the States, right? Um, everybody was getting the
latest fashion from the States, so everything always looked bright.
Tuanu saw this as the timeframe within which Garinagu involvement in fishing,
farming and food production waned. Remittances, they believe, drove a culture of laziness
and dependency and helped to fuel the abandonment of family farms. To this end Sabetu
complained
I don't see people going to the farms. They are not using the farm anymore.
Nowadays, people are selling their farms. All farms in the villages have been sold.
People are buying cassava now. They have to go buy their groceries. My granny
never bought cassava. My granny died and never bought cassava. But now, people
are buying cassava. Women today do not want to go to the farm neither. They don't
want to go to the farm. As pan knocks, they're going to the dance. They want to see
where the pan is. It wasn't always this way.
This departure from the farms also affected eating patterns and social relationships.
Racial tensions in industries that are located in the southern part of Belize have alienated
some Garinagu. Lack of work opportunities had contributed towards their exodus from the
region and a familiar way of life (Medina, 1998; Moberg, 1990). Other participants believe
that the impact of peers and extended families with quicker and more immediate access might
have been disruptive to the nuclear family. Moving away from the community minimized this
risk.
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Participants believed that when in a position to influence positive change, one should
do so. To dare is a responsibility. It is being engaged, taking a stand, and pursuing social
justice. Daring helps to provide and define purposes in life. Those who fail to dare and take
actions to improve the lives of those in their midst, especially fellow Garifuna are labeled
“sleeping giants.” The following excerpt from my fieldnotes illustrates one participant’s
frustration with individuals who hold powerful positions but who fail to act on behalf of those
who are in need:
July 17: Guayaranu continued describing his disappointment in some of the Garinagu
in the area. He referred to them as “Sleeping Giants” and provided a definition to the
extent that these people held influential positions and don’t use such positions to
advocate. They were giants because of their large and influential positions but they
were asleep on the job. Guayaranu is concerned about the “sleeping giants” among
the Garinagu. He indicated that they are promoted only after being fully indoctrinated
and pacified to maintain whatever the church or the government requests or demands
of them. For too long, the church simply wanted Garinagu to become priests and
educators.
Priests and educators, Ynabonu stated, all live a life of poverty. Rather than accepting
positions and functioning as sleeping giants, Guayarano and Tuanu suggest that Garinagu
return to their history as agitators and map a new course which should include being more
business savvy (Arana, 2001).
The church was criticized for desiring that Garinagu become priests and educators.
They were quick to challenge one to find an economically well-off priest or educator. These
professions are a gateway for poverty in later years.
After having spent time with and among them, I formed my own opinion. Having
heard some express their deepest thoughts, my impression of sleeping giant changed. One
individual discussed being constrained by both the church and by the job. I found this
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particular individual to be very stern in convictions and highly intolerant of inefficiencies.
The individual was thoughtful and deliberate as s/he navigated life. This individual explained
being guided by a set of core principles. The role of the family follows.
Family
My younger sister fell ill, you know. We found out that she had cancer a little bit late.
She ended up coming to live with me, so that was another chapter in my life because,
even with her medication, and taking her to chemo, finding money every day to give
my son. So when she was really, really on her last, she was like, “I don’t want them to
be separated either. It’s her 2 kids that I have. Yeah, she passed. So her kids that I
am raising are my 2 now. [My sister wanted them with me] because she knew, or she
saw, or everybody saw that I was the one who always take care of everybody else.
Whenever they need me, I’m there. I give them my last and I stay without, you know.
(Saleta)
Marriage, illness, death especially of a parent, migration and new birth are among the
key disruptions that often change the makeup of Garifuna families. Tuanu’s mother and
Cayuma were separated from their other siblings upon the death of a parent. Barabenu was
separated because of his mother’s health, Amanaya and Buta were separated from the rest of
their siblings because of their father’s occupation, Gulisi was separated because her aunt
wanted her. Salita’s sister did not want this separation for her children.
Saleta introduced herself as the mother of four children. She owned these children and
did not differentiate from the child that she bore until I pressed her. These four children
include her child and her deceased sister’s two children. Finally, she added, “I have another
nephew there, well not my nephew, my elder sister’s step-son.”
Joining families through procreation and/or marriage often comes with some cultural
customs. This is the situation that Sabetu faced. Sabetu is a charismatic figure. He is among
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the youngest of the participants in this study and one of the public faces of Garifuna cultural
traditions. Standing at about 5’ 10” and about 240 pounds in weight, he has a penchant for
performing. During one of our interview sessions he broke into a cappella singing as he
demonstrated some of the various Garifuna music styles. His voice pitch altered as he hit a
variety of notes. Sabetu shared the story of him meeting his future father in law as he
requested the hand of his future bride:
This was one of the most frightful things for me: to have to face a person’s father. I
did not face him the first time. I already knew this man. [As I was approaching the
house], he was already watching me. I don’t know how he got it but he was already
on the verandah waiting for me. And when he asked me who I was, I forgot my name.
I stuttered. Her mom had to help me. She had to brakes off some of his lyrics, man
(stop some of his inquiries). He asked me, “As a man coming up, what is one of the
good things that you will do with my daughter? I said that I would put her in a house.
Then he asked me, “well is she not already living in a house?”
On this particular day, Sabetu won the blessings of the parents of his soon-to-be bride.
He had prior experience fitting in with a broad family with various personalities. He
describes his childhood home this way:
There were a lot of kids at home. It was a lot of us. At that time when we were
growing up, it was not only my mother’s children with my granny. No. My granny
had 4 daughters, one has already passed, my mom and two of her sisters are still alive,
plus my two other uncles. All those people’s kids lived with my granny. So there
were about 10 to 13 children living with my granny. Thirteen [of us] in a small house!
And, my granny managed. She managed to raise those kids. But, at that time, we
were helping her. All those boys were helping….At that time my mom was in San
Pedro. She sent a little bit. The next one who was in the [United] States, my Auntie,
she sent a little bit; and the other one who recently died, she sent a little bit, and also
my uncle, who is my best uncle, he was a teacher. He also helped my granny with all
of those things. Five of us with my father. Five. So we had to stay with my granny.
Then, my auntie had three [children]; they had to live with my granny. And my uncle
who lives in the States, he had two [children] who lived with my granny. And then
there were another three from my other auntie who lived with my granny. So, all
thirteen of us were packed up in one house.
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The high occupancy within this household reflected conditions within the greater
Garifuna communities where employment opportunities were lacking and families relied upon
each other for support. These conditions also fostered the development of life skills including
management for efficiency, responsibility, collaboration, delegation, teamwork, patience and
leadership. Sabetu continued to describe conditions during his upbringing this way:
I didn’t go to high school. My granny was too poor. There was no money. Even
though it was a hard life, I would not say [that it felt like] punishment… We had our
chores. If it was your turn to wash pots, you could not leave that there. If it was your
turn for plates, you will wash them. But majority of the times, the women washed the
clothes and the women cooked the food. When I came home from school, I had to go
fishing. If I did not go fishing, another brother went fishing. We took turns to loose
(cast off) the boat to go out fishing. If we didn’t go out fishing [in the evening, the
following morning] before we went to school, we had to get up around 6 o’clock to go
out to the farm and bring in maybe some cassava, plantain and banana. At that time,
we didn’t go to dance wearing Nike. No. Sometimes, someone who has been in the
States for a little while may send you a pair of tennis shoes. Back then, you would be
G'd down in slippers or bare footed. Back then, they would sew your shirt. You
wouldn't know which color because you had red, you had black, but you would be
wearing it. Our sheets were patchwork. Because at that time, the older people did not
throw away shirts; they sew sheets out of the old clothes.
With all the challenges that this family faced, impatience and animosity were not
present. Instead, Sabetu’s grandmother fostered an atmosphere that promoted and enabled the
family to support and appreciate each other. He professed that:
We have that tight relationship, so when I have a hard time in Belize, I run to one of
my family (relatives), because we were like that from when we were coming up. So
we don't let off one another. We do not let off one another. We are still tight (close).
The only thing [now] is that we have our families. But that family bond is still there.
It's still there. No quarreling or anything. And we could not quarrel. We could not
quarrel in that house. No man! We had to respect each other.
Lisani admitted that “I’ve always wanted a family because that’s how I grew up.”
Amanaya added that “my father was able to help his siblings and even help his relatives.”
She adds that “there was that caring, and sharing with friends and family. So, I think that that
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is the same principle I’m trying to keep up with my family.” Barabenu noted that, because of
his mother’s health, various aunts and uncles stepped in to help care for his siblings.
Guacita is a retired civil servant. She is very reserved and quiet. She was the only
participant who refused to provide a contact phone number and it was extremely challenging
to extract information out of her. Guacita claimed that “I don’t socialize with anybody”, but
she attends church regularly. Her eyes lit up whenever she spoke of her grandchildren. A
broad smile blanketed her face and her apparent shyness dissipated with the presence of her
grandchildren.
Although she had a physical disability, Guacita’s mother’s presence in the home was
vital at the time when Guacita pursued her college education as an adult learner. Recognizing
their importance and expressing appreciation for the extended family, Saleta proclaimed that:
Following childbirth, I was off for 3 months and a week. At first it was difficult. I
considered applying for a year’s leave without pay, in order to stay at home but my
mom said, ‘no, you can’t do that. You need to work. Your sister is here; your
cousins, your aunties, everybody wants to babysit.’ So, I called every 5 minutes to
check what was happening, you know. It turned out well. I did not have to worry
about a baby sitter. They argued about whose turn it was to baby sit. So, that was
good.
The Garifuna family structure is non-linear. The extended family steps in as part of
the support structure. They come together in times of tragedy, distress, need, and festivities.
Without requests, these family members often mobilize. Amanaya has a complete lineage
down to great grandchildren living at her home. Yuruma and her five siblings were taken
over by an aunt after her parent’s marriage failed.
The terms aunt and uncle are used not just for the siblings of parents but also as a
factor of respect and sometimes as an avenue for manipulation. For example, Amanaya, the

148
matriarch of the local Garifuna community, provided an example of a recent conversation she
held with a young man who was visiting. The elder person usually asks who the younger
person’s parents are or the younger person offers that information as part of the introduction.
In this particular case, after the youth provided the information, the matriarch informed the
youth that, “Your father, your grandmother, and my grandfather, were first cousins.”
At a gathering involving my father and 2 other participants, their conversations
revealed that their grandmothers were all sisters. In the midst of discussing their childhood, 3
participants drew connection to members of my mother’s childhood home. Other participants
discussed my maternal grandfather’s work in the area 50-75 years ago. Whenever the elder
participants discussed fellow Garinagu in the area, they also identify the children and
grandchildren who may still be living in the area, who is well known, or whom they believe I
may be able to locate or identify.
At the appreciation gathering I hosted, I had the opportunity to listen to parts of many
conversations. The elders in the group discussed their lineages up to their great grandparents.
Soon it became evident that several of my participants are related by blood line. Although
these discussions include linkages to the ancestors, they also serve to connect the living to
each other. Connections to the ancestors tend to be revealed more through religious rituals,
dreams, and divine revelations.
Conversations can be risky as they can lead to unplanned or unintended revelations.
When this happens, it can make both parties to the conversation, the speaker and the listener/s
vulnerable (Behar, 1996). Sharing through conversations opens a window for the listener to
peek into the speaker’s life experiences. Conversations are triggered by a variety of prompts.
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Family pictures on the walls are a staple inside Garifuna homes. The following are excerpts
from my fieldnotes:
July 10: Following the meal, a discussion came up regarding a family elder. My
brother led Cayuma to a picture on his wall. It was my high school graduation and
Cayuma was about to verify if that was the individual who was present for the
occasion. It was the individual. A review of other pictures brought on a discussion of
family lineage and relations. It became apparent that the pictures are not just photos
of moments but are also conversation starters, kinship connectors, a way of connecting
to the past.
July 16: I also wanted to take a second look at the pictures on Narifa’s wall. The
pictures on Kenrick’s wall and the explanations have provided a new way to try and
understand their meanings for each participant. I asked about the pictures. Narifa
explained each. She said that they were all put up by her mother. Narifa’s wedding
picture, one of her daughter and one of her son are the only ones she allows being
displayed on the wall. One photo was of a now deceased youth. The story behind him
was that he was her cousin. As a pre-teen the youth was involved in gangs in Belize
City. At the time Narifa’s’s father was a police officer in Belize City. In an attempt to
rescue his nephew from gangland Narifa’s father took custody and control of the
youth. He brought the youth to live with his large family. The youth became one of
about nine children besides their biological nine that Narifa’s parents raised. After the
youth had completed primary school, his mother started insisting upon his return to
her in Belize City. Apparently Narifa’s father was unwilling to return the child but
finally capitulated after acknowledging that the parents have the ultimate right to have
their child with them. Shortly after the youth returned to Belize City he died in an
accident. He was in a van that crashed near the Palotti High School roundabout. He
was severely dismembered. Narifa states that because of the condition of the youth’s
body at the time of his death, her father refused to attend the funeral.
The examples that are cited above demonstrate how these pictures connect the
individual and the residents of the home to the extended family, both alive and deceased, and
keeps someone in the house connected to a particular static moment; a point of reference.
These pictures often tend to have at least one deceased relative, usually a parent. The pictures
tend to serve to keep the deceased person’s spirit alive and present within the household. The
visual image serves as a point of discussion and helps to connect the younger generation with
the elders and sometimes to their ancestors.
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Referring to so many adults as auntie or uncle increased the field to which the
Garifunas feel compelled to show respect and also increased the number of eyes looking out
for the best interest of the individual. Today, Garinagu are experiencing a narrowing of their
families in terms of the number of children they produce and in terms of the breadth of
relatives who are accepted within their scope of influence. Far fewer aunts and uncles are
present to help support, guide, and influence younger members of society. The ongoing
contraction of the field of people the individual called auntie or uncle correspondingly
reduced the field of people caring for and supporting the individual. For some, this
contraction may be a welcome occurrence. In one field encounter I was surprised to hear a
youth who doesn’t usually communicate with me, addressed me as uncle.
The youth commented about seeing my brother whom he referred to as “uncle” earlier.
He then asked me for some change. My brother had already alerted me to this practice among
the younger Garinagu in the area. Specifically, my brother suggested that when they were
seeking his assistance, the young women referred to him as “uncle.” When they were not
expressing a particular need, they even ignored him when they see him. The young ladies’
use of the term “uncle” then may be partly as a sign of respect or more cynically and partly to
be able to request things and favors as their situation dictates. For the elder men, the use of
the word uncle is utilized to deter that man from seeking sexual remunerations from the needy
niece or nephew. When young men use the “uncle” word, in this situation, it was primarily
for material favors to which some felt entitled.
Keeping the family unit together proved extremely important to this group of
Garinagu. That effort started with the parents. The average length of the marriages or
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marriage-like relationships that the participants of this study were currently engaged in is 27
years. The average age of the participants at the time that they entered these relationships was
24.67 years (Women: 22, Men: 31.45). Very few of these spouse-like relationships were less
than 10 years old.
This group of Garinagu participants has avoided the trend of international migration
which has left many parents separated and many youth without at least one parent (Babcock
& Conway, 2000; DeFay, 2004; Palacio, 2001). Rather than leaving, some have availed
themselves to other relatives who have migrated. How have they managed to do so?
Migration and the reliance of those who have migrated on relatives that remain in Belize have
been instrumental in the nourishment and the maintenance of relations with extended families.
Those left behind often raise children, attend to business, supervise homebuilding, and act as
family representatives in some activities such as the death of family friends. Unwritten
agreements lead those abroad to send remittances to those left behind. These remittances help
to sustain families but have also become a point of contention (Babcock & Conway, 2000).
The Garifuna family is seldom comprised of the parents and their children. Rather
than being the norm, such a situation is an anomaly. Most of the participants in this study had
the experience of having a non-sibling, or non-parent adult living among them in their
household. This arrangement has resulted from a number of situations including the
migration of parents outside Belize, the death of a parent, and the health of a parent. To
varying extents, each of these situations created some type of hardship, primarily economic,
that created the opportunity for others in the community, usually relatives, to step in.
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The role of the family is critical to learning and cultural preservation among the
Garinagu. Although there is evidence of exploitation and heartbtreak of family members by
other family members, there is also strong evidence of the support that relatives provide for
each other. This is part of the complexity of familial relationships (Walker, 2010). Support
networks are developed through the meet and greet process and through the process of
looking for each other especially in environments where they are spread out. Although they
may seem isolated, regular meetings and the opportunity to share their experiences since the
last meeting help to cope with the challenges and edversities that each experiences.
Amanaya opined that recognition of
Garifunaduaü is to have the qualities of what it is to be Garifuna and you express it.
Like for example, when we, there is a death in the family. Well, we are all in
sympathy with the relatives. And whether we are related, blood related or not, we feel
for that family. With the Garifuna, Garifunaduaü is to feel heart and soul for that
person.
Garifunaduaü underscores the importance of relationships in both learning and in the
preservation of a way of life. It is about the humanity of the Garifuna people. Accepting
Garifunaduaü is about being active and engaging. It requires courage, strength, fortitude, a high
sense of responsibility, and passion for justice and fairness. It is not being meek and submissive,
yet it also requires sensitivity. It also addresses character issues such as reliability, dependability
and empathy. The concept of Garifunaduaü covers the roles of caring, daring, sharing, and

family. These roles are often on display during routine conversations; however, these roles
tend to be more profound when individuals have not seen each other for some period of time.
The next section covers the role of meetings and greetings in Garifuna culture.
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Meetings, Greetings, and Engagements
Barabenu commented that “Garifuna ‘walua ala aga ungua’, you know, we would seek
each other.” Seeking out each other helped to form networks and a system of social support
wherever the Garifuna encounter each other. And apart from that, we would visit each other.
Amanaya added that when other “Garifuna people, when they come around, I appreciate
them."
Meeting and greetings have been and continue to be a routine yet very important ritual
in Garifuna culture (Fenger, 1917; Le Breton, 1998). Greetings offer a brief and instant
window into the accepted identities of the greeters. Language of choice, body language and
expressions, and even attire help to communicate something of the role and identity each
person is trying to portray. Even the topics discussed or questions asked reveal something
about the cultural structures on display or in effect. The combination of attire, language, and
appearance also suggest regions of the country that exert greater influence on the individuals.
The crux of an individual’s cultural identity is the convergence of the person and the
culture to create the individual’s truth and reality (Adler, 2002). Cultural identity is an
inseparable part of the individual’s total being. The experiences gained through daily cultural
interactions help to form the individual’s personality. Approaches to learning and living are
then a function of that personality which has resulted from the exposure.
Initial meetings are opportunities to establish familial ties. Within the introductions is
the identification of the individual’s parents or siblings. After initial words, the elder person
or the incumbent would query the younger persons or the newcomers as to their family
lineage. The younger person or newcomer would then go through the process of identifying
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some relatives that the incumbent may know. When an individual is identified with whom the
person seeking identification recognizes, a connection is made. This connection is often
confirmed by such expressions as an elongated “oh”, accompanied by shaking heads, or
heightened pitch in the voice on the part of the person receiving the information and making
the connection. Once a connection is made an update about the connecting individual ensues.
Naming relatives during introductions is a form of showing the depth of one’s roots within the
Garifuna community. Connecting with relatives is also a form of endorsement. The person
who was named unknowingly provides an endorsement for the individual who just used the
former’s name to make a connection. Once the connection is made, a story usually ensues on
how the conversant who received the information was able to make the connection with the
third party spoken about. This scenario played out in the earlier example that involved
Amanaya and a young visitor.
Bandura (1969) asserts that a great deal of social learning results from exposure to
particular behaviors that the learner can observe. As individuals become more conversant, the
learning shifts from visual and incorporates words and language to help guide their future
behavior. With time, the learner becomes more dependent and comfortable with, and reliant,
upon words. The use of words and language expands the learner’s ability to communicate
even things that may be less noticeable when relying completely on the observation of
behaviors. The assertion that most learning is derived from exposure to behavioral modeling
cues suggests a prominent role for observation as an aspect of learning. It also posits
observation as a critical conduit to the flow or transfer of information and knowledge. An
example from my field notes illustrates this point:
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August 23: A Caucasian woman approached me. My guide knew this individual. The
individual is the proprietor of a soap manufacturing business. She inquired about my
business in Barranco. She shared her experiences as a migrant to the village in terms
of family relations. She noted that when Garinagu enter the village, villagers ask
questions to connect family relations. Such was my experience. When I entered and I
was questioned, I willingly identify family surnames and their Garifuna village
connections. This white woman on the other hand, does not experience the search for
linkage.
The proprietor noted that when Garinagu enter the village, villagers ask questions such
as “Who are your people?” in reference to who the individual’s relatives are, or “What is your
mother’s name?” or “Who is your father?” These questions are designed to connect family
relations with the local community. Such was my experience and I willingly identified family
surnames and their Garifuna village connections.
When the “meet and greet” involves people who are more familiar with each other, the
process subtly changes. Following the customary “ida biangi” greetings, the greeters would
proceed to exchange information in which each provides a synopsis of what they have been
doing over the recent period. This synopsis often also includes what other relatives and
siblings are doing, whom the other conversant knows but may not have had contact with for a
while. Discussion topics do not have strict boundaries but frequent topics include general
health, where they currently reside or where they physically are, and what they are doing.
This openness and willingness to share keeps Garinagu connected and updated with each
other’s lives; however, it can also be extremely risky and dangerous. Sharing information this
way, especially when it gets to people with less than stellar intentions, makes the group
vulnerable to the unscrupulous (Behar, 1996).
The willingness to engage and share with others is blamed for the Garinagu’s defeat
at the hands of the British during the wars of the late 1700s that ultimately led to their
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banishment from the island of Saint Vincent. The lessons learned from these wars continue to
affect Garinagu relationships with outsiders. Huling (2004) addressed the difficulty she had
penetrating Garinagu communities in Los Angeles during her research. She commented that
she was never invited inside their homes.
The meet and greet process serves three major functions for the Garifuna community.
First, it indicates the connectedness of the individual within the community. In this way it can
function as a gate keeping mechanism to help determine the degree of access and trust that the
newcomer may be afforded. It authenticates each individual’s position within the various
communities. Next, the conversational process gives both parties the opportunity to
remember situations and people that are often forgotten. In this sense, the meet and greet
process often turns into moments of oral history. Since much of the history and experiences
of the Garifuna community has long gone undocumented, the meet and greet process has
functioned as a means to keep the history alive over the years. This aspect of Garifuna culture
was instrumental for my recruitment effort. Knowledge and understanding of this meet and
greet process can open doors to penetrate the community -- especially in situations where
access is required for particular reasons, including research. As such, the role of greetings
cannot be understated.
Finally, the meet and greet process is somewhat similar to what can be called
feedback. Eraut (2006) defines feedback as “any communication that gives some access to
other people’s opinions, feelings, thoughts, or judgments” (p. 114). As much as one is
interested in getting information from the other, each must also be equally willing to share
information about oneself. The burden for revelation is slightly more on the newcomer. The

157
revelation process goes to the issue of trust. Unwillingness to share of oneself when entering
Garifuna communities is generally viewed with suspicion.
Learning and Building Relationships
A support system is evident in the learning process. At times, this support comes from
the direct learning source, but may also come from others on the periphery. Buta and Narifa
described how their mothers were limited in the type and amount of assistance they could
offer while the former were students or when they worked in their professions. However,
each acknowledged the support and encouragement that these mothers provided at crucial
times in their lives. Buta admits she was happy that “someone came and really appreciated
what I was doing.” At times, just having a willing listener with which to share one’s
experiences is the support necessary to learn.
The Garifuna community is one that that relies heavily on building and sustaining
relationships and networks. Like many other groups that have been trampled upon, Garinagu
are suspicious of outsiders. They wear a protective coat above their collective persona. This
coat provides some psychological security. The meet and greet process helps to validate a
person’s standing within the community. Addressing this psychological barrier is paramount
to connecting with the community. This process is particularly important to know when
conditions exist in which critical information must be shared. A loyalty exists, an apparent
feeling of obligation to support each other.
Informal learning among adults is an interactive process that is often initiated through
casual conversation (Sawchuk, 2003). Casual talk often glosses topics of interest to the
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parties involved. Some of these interests may be strong and active while others may be
passive or opportunistic. The other conversationalists’ knowledge, or lack thereof with
respect to the topic glossed, leads to inquiry and further discussion. Radio and television
remain a primary source of information and a catalyst for discussions. Saitu regularly selects
topics of interest that he has heard or read in the media. He sends short notes to his adult
children who live nearby. When Saitu shows up at his children’s home later, the topic in his
note would become part of their discussion.
Informal learning is incorporated into daily living and is manifested in the routine
decisions that the learner makes from moment to moment (Sawchuk, 2003). It involves rethinking along the process and making adjustments along the way. Participants uttered words
such as “it’s the way that I grew up,” or “it’s the way that they grew up.” The influence of
daily routines is as evident inside the homes as it is in the career and professional environment
(Liu, 2007; Livingstone, 1999). For example, participants recalled being directly involved in
the preparation of food. Initially, parents familiarized their children with the environment by
tasking them with such chores as fetching supplies, preparing raw materials for the adult(s),
and cleaning. Buta commented that “If you do something every day or regularly, you learn
the art of doing it.” Guacita commented that “the only way that you know you can do
something is by doing it.” Yuruma suggests that her exposure to many things when she was a
child made it easier for her to learn other related things later in life. This viewpoint suggests
that the earlier in life that people become exposed to something, the easier they may be able to
adjust or adapt should that situation become the new norm.
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This exercise embedded the key ingredients for the particular activity. In most cases it
was after this process that the learner would then have the opportunity to participate in
specific cooking processes including the combination of ingredients. Mastery of domestic
skills proved critical to cultural preservation. This process also helped to teach roles and
responsibilities. This hands on type of learning helps to differentiate learning preferences in
the community and will be covered in the next section.
Many learning situations resulted from the learner’s quest for some sort of
independence. Resourcefulness, being able to inventory one’s abilities and being ready and
able to deploy those abilities when the opportunity surfaces are necessary components of the
learning toolkit.
Discussions on learning among this group of Garinagu tended to center on
conversations as the primary medium. The learning process also directly impacts identity
development and acceptance. Casual conversations allowed for discussions on a broad
spectrum of topics and situations. This finding suggests that talking plays a great role in
learning in this culture.
Connections occur in formal, nonformal and informal learning situations and
environments. What is learned is never limited to what is the intended learning or the
particular goal or goals of an exercise. The intended learning and the support structures
stimulate other thoughts, connections, and learning. Connections made with information that
is closer to the surface, tend to be more subtle. More profound and transformational learning
are more likely to come from connections that are made with information that is more
suppressed.
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The meet and greet process and other parts of the interviewing took me to
unanticipated places. I soon found myself trending off to my personal genealogy. Several
members introduced me to many of my distant relatives and people in my direct lineage. By
the end of the process I had about 160 years of lineage on both my mother’s and father’s
family trees.
Participants revealed that in early childhood, especially in larger families, children are
tasked with responsibilities. These responsibilities include caring for other younger family
members, exercising oversight when they are away from home or when parents and adults are
absent, participating in food preparation, and doing laundry. These processes involve a lot of
verbal communication and observation. These skills translate to participation in religious
rituals. This participation impacts their positions within their communities (Johnson,
Stribling, Almburg, & Vitale, 2014). Participation in community affairs reigned prominent is
the internal categorizations that Garinagu assign to each other. Those categories, gapencili
and mapencili, are the subject of the next section.
Gapencilis, Mapencilis, and the Social Order
An underlying tension exists among the Garifuna population. This division is based in
part on social positions. This social position is not simply along the lines of money and
possessions but also along the lines of formal educational attainment versus daily sustainment
know-how, diet, language use and perception. Tuanu describes himself as both gapencili and
mapencili: penciled and unpenciled; the educated and the less educated. To draw distinction
between the two, he explained:
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That means the ones who are educated have pencil and the ones who are not educated
don’t have pencil. Gapencili are the educated ones. Those are the ones who do the
projects and the degrees and all those kinds of things. Mapencili are the ones who
beat the drum and sing the songs and this kind of things... The non-educated ones are
the ones who build the drums, keep the drums, sing[s], and thing[s] like that. And the
educated ones, they are the ones who get all the projects in the name of the Garifuna.
They will write dictionary, they will get good TV show, radio show and things like
that. All the monies [are] just in this small crowd here: the educated ones. And then
the non-educated ones are the followers, the ones who follow, right? They are the
ones who don’t see the money; except for their labor at the time, and hardly too. So
there’s the division. When these people [gapencilis] write projects and so, they don’t
pass on the projects to the poor people [mapencilis] because they don’t understand it
anyhow. So when the money comes, these ones [the mapencili] hear that the money
come, but these ones at the top [gapencili] say that the money come for the projects.
That way, they divide it among themselves because they are not supposed to share it
with those ones [mapencili]. They [gapencili] just tell those ones [mapencili] ‘well em
we are going to beat jankunu tomorrow and tourists will be coming. We’re going to
uh, we have this settlement day thing and we’re going from house to house.’ And
they’ll get involved because they are the ones who have the drums and they are the
ones who have the shakkas [maracas] and they are the ones who sing the song. But
the elites are the ones who gormandize.
November 19, Settlement Day, commemorates the Garinagu arrival on the coast of
Southern Belize. This arrival is re-enacted annually and helps to keep the group’s history
alive. The educational elites, the gapencilis, have led the drive for external recognition of the
group. Yet, he believes that they should use their education to do more. Their efforts have
led to the formation of structures to support continued research involving the Garinagu.
Barabenu described the gapencilis this way:
This was the elitist crowd. These guys were all Garifunas, but um, they hardly spoke
Garifuna; they hardly spoke Garifuna; Again, e-lites. Again, for example none of
those Garifuna would admit they were Garifuna. It was an ugly situation where you
have; it was there I came to recognize first class Garifuna, second class Garifuna, and
third class Garifuna.
Tuanu opined that education has primarily been a one-way endeavor with those at the
top making all the crucial decisions and benefiting from project monies. Rather than making

162
efforts to uplift the entire community and culture, the gapencilis tend to work to maintain the
status quo wherein they are privileged because of their education or connections. Guayaranu
supported Tuanu’s position when he shared a story. He had questioned the group’s conduct
of its financial transactions. Guayaranu reported that shortly thereafter:
They put a clause that “if you are not fluent in Garifuna, you cannot be a member of
the committee.” So automatically, I was expelled from the committee. But you know,
these are little things that em, and people who did that were Garifunas, so those who
were well educated. They were well educated. These weren’t the ordinary street
people, those were the highly educated and I was very disappointed at them, you
know. But they did everything to keep me out.
Although Guayaranu is a learned man with a level of formal education that rivaled
those in this particular leadership group, he was ostracized for questioning the group’s
behavior. The fact that he admittedly was not as fluent with the language as this particular
sect added causes to alienate him. Alienating those who challenge their authority was a tool
used to sustain their feeling of superiority and preserve the status quo.
Tuanu prides himself with being able to identify and relate with both. He believes that
true knowledge is reflected more in the ability to do something than in the mere ability to
theorize. The ability to do something validates the theory. Tuanu proposed a series of
questions which he believes reveals hands-on knowledge of daily practices that are critical to
the preservation and sustenance of culture. This exercise he believed would draw further
distinction between the gapencilis and mapencilis. These demonstrations include:
Ask them to beat the drum. Ask them to sing the song. Ask them to dance the dance.
Ask them to tell you about the culture. Ask them. They won’t tell you the fine little
things that you do every day. Ask them how to cook, this. How to cook 15 different
things out of cassava; how to cook 30 different things out of plantain; how to cook so
much different things out of filago; how to cook so much things out of breadfruit; how
to grate the coconut and make coconut oil. You go get the mata, right, you get
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different things, I mean, the people who didn’t go to school, that is their schooling.
And you learn a lot from them too.
Tuanu suggests that knowledge of culture affords its members a degree of versatility,
and efficiency that is less available to those with limited or lesser knowledge. This
knowledge he attributes to participation and learning by doing.
Guayaranu offered an example of knowledge that he gained through socializing. He remained
convinced that he might not have gained such knowledge through other means. His story:
I bought a string of fish. Took it home to my mother and tell her “Ma, you know we
could knock (make) a sere.” When I went home 12:00 o’clock to eat, I knew the fish
was spoiled. I was wondering because there was nothing in that fish that what I saw,
as a meat and fish inspector. That’s why I bought the fish. And the fish was spoiled.
But one day, days after, I was by the market among the old Garifuna crowd and I told
them what happened... And I always remember an old Garifuna guy tell me
“Inspector, you study a lot but there are lots of things that you don’t know.” He said
because “You know why that fish was spoiled and you didn’t know? Because the man
who caught it exposed it to the moonlight.” Exactly. It was the moonlight that spoiled
that fish. And a little while after I checked back yes, the moon was high, you know.”
But what does that, well you know, this is what you call a traditional belief, you know,
you understand what I mean. Scientifically, I don’t know. But, what they told me,
you know, was the general consensus... I didn’t know these, but you know, these are
tradition that, you know, traditional beliefs that I garnered from them, you know.
Whether it is true or not, I don’t know. But you know, as I say that these are little
experiences that I, that I had with them, you know.
Tuanu shared a story which exemplified the sharing, caring and learning. He
commented:
I’ve been fishing almost all my life and I used to see people sell what they call lobster
meat. Now you know [that] lobster meat comes from out of the lobster head. It had
never occurred to me to bust the lobster head, but I stew the lobster head and try to
take out the meat. But, by my place there, those guys we always they throw away all
the head, 200, 300 lobsters. How many lobster heads you can boil? Because about
five or six of them will fill up your pot. I had just came back from San Pedro, and I
saw this guy with about six, seven lobster, twenty something dollars for the lobster
tail. I told the guy, “Look here, don’t throw away some of those heads man, leave the
big ones for me. So, the Rasta man who does some carving, he looked at me and said,
he said “Tuanu what are you going to do with the lobster head?” I told him, “boy, I’m
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going to boil these up you know, then I’m going to break them up.” He said, “Well,
why don’t you take out the meat I told him, “My brother, let me tell you the truth, I
see those men sell lobster meat out of the head but I don’t know, I’ve never done that.
I don’t know. We’ve always thrown away the head or just boil it like that.” He said,
“Its easy man.” The man picked up the head, this is a Rastaman who didn’t even go to
school you know, a Rastaman who smoke weed and do drugs and things like that, he
said “hold on you have on clean shirt”. And he stooped down right at the beach side
and he took a small machete and he start to work. He said, “Here’s the meat.” I told
him, “Boss, I’ve been throwing away lobster head all these years. You just showed
me, you’re just teaching me something here.”
Guayaranu and Tuanu shared stories in which they learned valuable lessons from
people whom they clearly did not anticipate learning from at the time that they gained that
knowledge. Neither of these participants was expecting to learn something in the particular
context. Each had significant knowledge in the broad area but willingly accepted the
information that was coming their way. There was no regard for the where the information
was coming from. The information that was shared with Tuanu and Guayaranu was
knowledge that was widespread and taken for granted within the fishermen community (Boud
& Middleton, 2003; Wenger, 2000). Each learned because they engaged others as humans;
without regard for class status. Through this type of engagement, each broadened the field in
which their learning can expand.
These examples demonstrate how roles shift and those who are accustomed to being
learners in the relationship can become the teacher, and the teacher can become the learner.
How the accustomed learner gains knowledge or expertise in the matter at hand is seldom, if
ever questioned. Through observation, the accustomed teacher attributes a degree of expertise
to the accustomed learner based on the supposition, recognition or implication that the latter
can do something that the former cannot do. Having learned a valuable lesson from the
Rastaman, Tuanu continued:
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So I went to share it with somebody else. I said I was throwing away lobster head all
along and this man came right there and showed me how to do this lobster head. So
that is something I learned from the Rastaman right there. And for me, I appreciate
that, you know. For me, that’s something I learned. And I told him so. And he said
“very good.” Well I feel good too. I feel better than him because I learned something
first.
You see, in this world, you learn from anybody, and for me, that was a learning
experience. So along the way, along the way in your progression in life, you try to
learn from the simplest man (person) because sometimes you learn something very
important, very good. Qualification, academia is not all. You have the other side of
life!
Learning opportunities come from anyone anywhere and at any time. Everyone has
something useful that s/he can teach even the most learned person. Tuanu validated this
individual. In validating this individual, Tuanu displayed great modesty, honesty and
character to acknowledge and credit those from whom they have gained insight. Just as the
Rastaman was kind enough to share his knowledge with the Tuanu, Tuanu felt responsible
and obliged to likewise share his knowledge with others.
Cayuma’s formal schooling was limited by the challenges that she faced early in her
life. Instead of being in the classroom, she worked in and around the home. Before she got
married, she knew a lot of home things: how to cook traditional dishes, how to bake, how to
raise a family, how to maintain a home. Cayuma knew these things because she grew up in
the kitchen and she was exposed to many responsibilities early in life.
Anigi’s parents insisted on preparing traditional Garifuna dishes for their family.
Yuruma came from a family who also insisted on regularly preparing traditional Garifuna
dishes. Yuruma’s familiarity was challenged when she wedded a fellow Garinagu. She
commented:
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I am a Garifuna, I love who I am, and when I used to cook the food for him (my
husband), he never wanted to eat it. He said, oh, that’s why we [are] fat, because we
eat too much “heavy food.” That’s what he calls it, heavy food. “You [can] get fat if
you want to get fat.” Well you know what, at home I eat hudut, bundiga, tapau, fish.
We used to eat fish a lot. That is what I’m used to, that is what I know about, in the
kitchen. “Oh, well you won’t be cooking that in my kitchen.”
Ynabonu also criticized the traditional Garifuna foods. He stated:
They are still not eating vegetables in their dish, not part of their diet, you know.
People are still eating the way they used to eat: their tapau and their boiled cake and
their fish. They are still eating the same way when they should have changed the way
that they eat.
Ynabonu and Yuruma’s husband appear to want to completely abandon their
traditional foods. Garinagu who take similar positions are also looked at as being elitists.
Rather than incorporating their acquired knowledge on food health to help improve how their
traditional foods are served, these individuals appear to want to denigrate their heritage and
establish dividing lines between themselves and the remainder of the community. Such
positions can be powerfully problematic especially when these voices can influence many
within the community, and are also treated as representing the entire community.
Initial learning often positions the protégé as reliant or dependent upon an information
source until enough information has been gathered to commence exploring the new
environment. The learner’s level of autonomy and interest dictates how soon in the process
s/he will commence detaching from the information source. Along the path, the learner
establishes self-check/self-evaluation points that are designed to gauge their progress.
The gapencilis are seen as pivotal to recording and protecting the written records.
They are credited for bringing awareness of the Garifunaness to all, to the whole country,
especially to the Garifuna communities. The mapencilis are seen as upholding the day to day
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practices of the community. The gapencilis are credited with gaining UNESCO recognition
of the Garifuna language and culture as masterpieces of oral history and culture (UNESCO,
2001)
Much may be learned from those who are perceived as not knowledgeable. By
dismissing anyone as a source of learning, people limit their own personal growth and
learning opportunities. The person who identifies with a particular culture but who is not
conversant in a particular area, can be leveraged to help those who know or those on the
margins, help gain greater appreciation for that which they do know. Those who don’t know
can share their experiences wherein their lack of knowledge has cost them opportunities, has
alienated them, or has made them feel inferior. By sharing how their lack of knowledge
affects them, those who do not know can help motivate those who do know, to share their
knowledge and preserve their heritage.
Tuanu describes learning that is attributed to the mapencilis as “the lessons that are
learned from life every day, the unwritten things.” He adds that “these are the things you
meet along the way and you learn from them because every day you learn something.”
Gapencilis, on the other hand, are more likely to miss or dismiss opportunities for learning
from those outside their contracted sphere of influence. This limits their will and
opportunities for learning.
The elitism associated with gapencilis has manifested itself in harrowing ways that are
antithetical to the principles of caring, daring, sharing and family that underlies the notion of
Garifunaduaü. Barabenu complained that many gapencilis continue to refrain from speaking
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the Garifuna language especially in the presence of influential non-Garifuna. Language use
will be addressed next.
Challenging the Gapencili and Mapencili Divide
In general, Gapencili are seen as valuing formal learning, and permeating the social
class divide. They are the elites, more educated, grants receivers/writers, leaders-face of the
group-represent the group in formal events. They advance research and documentation of the
group’s history. They are selective in utility of language and more discriminating in their
sources of learning. In addition, they are more likely to replace cultural practice because of
new knowledge, and less likely to exhibit the Garifunaduaü principles of caring, sharing,
daring and support for family. Finally, they are more likely to exploit fellow Garinagu.
Mapencili preserve the unwritten practices that are learned from everyday life. They
are the doers and craftsmen, the cultural bearers. Mapencili’s are often less educated and the
priority on their learning is learning for daily living. They learn by doing, are involved in
food preparation, rituals, utilize Garifuna language and pass down to children. They are
willing and open to learn from any source and incorporate new knowledge into their current
cultural practice.
These generalizations are not without challenges or objections. The tendency to
position Garifuna ways of learning and knowing and the subsequent identity labeling within
the community seems problematic. For starters, the gapencili/mapencili divide is imprecise
and situational. It is not simply about doing or learning in a particular way but also involved
the attitude that participants held towards others who performed in a different manner. They
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see this as an issue of class relations. This social class division places competing values for
classroom learning and hands on learning. Classroom learning is seen as one directional and
for the learner’s benefit while hands-on knowledge often involves socialization and
relationship building.
Luttrell (1989) explored the context of everyday learning among working class Latina
women and the challenges that they faced in the pursuit of education as adults. Against the
demands of spouses, family and cultural expectations these women persevered to chart a new
course. Among her group of participants, learning occurred in a complex web. Their ways of
knowing and learning was directly related to their gender, race and positions within the social
class system. Levinson and Holland (1996) argue that schooled knowledge may bind students
into segments according to race, class and gender among other discriminatory groupings.
They suggest that schooling imposes violence against the non-elites by assigning value to
particular ways of knowing. This process then helps to reinforce ascribed social positions and
devalue cultural resources.
The gapencili/mapencili dichotomy is problematic in that it ignores the history or
background of the individual and places judgment based upon current perceptions. The
classification does not consider the individual efforts to move up the social ladder. It also
paints a broad brush wherein people who themselves share more experiences that are similar
to one side of the dichotomy but then learn to do things that are associated with the other side,
are pigeonholed in one or the other. The labeling is also problematic in that it alienates
Garinagu who did not have the benefit of knowing as much about their heritage and who then
take concrete measures to learn and to become involved. Often times, the decision to return
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to the community and learn about the heritage results from education that is pursued and
gained outside of the community.
As noted earlier, participants compared tasks associated with gapencili and mapencili.
Many position themselves as belonging to both groups. This dichotomy is a challenge
because, even among the gapencili’s there are separations. Gapencili’s view other gapencili’s
in the same manner and often try to put them in other categories. The same applies to the
mapencili’s; they look at each other and try to assign different categories. For example,
Guayaranu talked about being excluded from the elitist council. Because of his job title, his
limited knowledge of the Garifuna language and his level of education, Guayaranu is
considered a gapencili. This council has long been the official face of the Garifuna
community. Its members are the gatekeepers whom scholars tend to approach first. These
members then created rules to exclude Guayaranu from their midst. Guayaranu would neither
be accepted as a mapencili.
Among the mapencili’s, the gapencili’s are viewed as holding onto resources that are
geared for the larger Garifuna community and distributing such resources among a small
clique. This has nurtured an undercurrent of mistrust. This mistrust has also impacted
relationships among the group and their ability to network. It limits their willingness to come
together. True to form, some of those who are labeled as gapencili’s were consulted in
planning the celebration but were noticeably absent from the streets during the actual reenactment of the landing or the many activities that are held leading up to the re-enactment.
So too were many of the mapencilis. The same group of people did the daily performances,
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prepared the traditional foods and provided the entertainment through song and dance.
Boundaries are often crossed.
Although there are no clearly defined lines between the many concepts of gapencili
and the various iterations of mapencili, the line that separates the gapencili’s from the
mapencili’s is the resistance to the cultured practices. The mapencili's are seen as an
exclusive group. They engage in the everyday tasks and rituals that distinguishes the group’s
heritage. Many of these roles are shunned by the higher educated and the more affluent
members of the community but embraced by the less educated and less affluent citizenry.
This may be in part that where there is less available, individuals leverage the support and
strength that they can muster from the community and extended families.
The gapencili/mapencili divide is inversely similar to the black/white race divide.
Whiteness is viewed as pure. Any combination of the two races is labeled black. Similarly,
mapencili's are viewed as pure. They are the cultural bearers. Higher education and
significant change in income inevitably leads to banishment from the mapencili ranks.
Banishment also results from distancing oneself from participation in cultural customs. Yet,
banishment from the exclusive zone does not necessarily mean acceptance in the nonexclusive, pluralized zone. Like the shades of blackness within Black communities, there are
other dividing lines within the ranks of the gapencili's. In the black/white structure, power
rests with the exclusive white group. In the gapencili/mapencili dichotomy, power rests with
the non-exclusive gapencili group. Mapencili’s view their abilities as their strength and
connection to the greater Garifuna community.

172
In some situations, gapencili’s are seen as knowledgeable of Garifuna culture but
being unwilling or selective in the overall environment within which they reveal of
themselves. This group often perceived as being eager to berate and ridicule others for their
lack of knowledge. Although some gapencili’s are well versed in the Garifuna culture,
mapencili’s view them as being more corrosive to the community since they have the
knowledge to participate, but opt to remain silent in their words or actions. Gapencili’s
position themselves so that it becomes challenging for them to partake in some activities.
Such behavior is viewed as suggesting or implying shame of their cultural heritage.
Language
Freire (1970) contends that education is never neutral and neither is language. He
suggests that educational systems promote a particular way of existence, emblematic of the
existent power dynamics. Learning too, is non neutral. What a person learns or chooses to
learn is reflective or indicative of a position and identity that person aspires toward or
embraces. Knowledge or ignorance with respect to language impacts self assessment with
respect to an individual’s sense of belonging within a unit (Freire, 1970; Freire & Macedo,
1995).
Lisani recalled going to Honduras to meet some relatives. He commented, “I even felt
worse just staying in Honduras and I didn’t know how to speak my language.” Guayaranu
addressed the disconnect that comes from not being conversant in a language. He
commented, “I didn’t know how to relate because I come, because I was not fluent in I was
not fluent in Garifuna.” In a similar way, Yuruma talked about being ashamed and
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apprehensive for not being able to hold a full conversation in Garifuna. Table 4 shows
Garifuna language usage among the participants and their immediate families.

Table 4
Children Who Are Fluent in Garifuna

Gender

Garifuna
Fluent

Spouse
Speaks
Garifuna

Child
Speaks
Garifuna

1

F

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

14

6

M

Ye

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

6

7

F

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

18

11

M

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

18

16

F

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

61

18

M

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

15

Participant

Extended
Host
Family Extended
Years in
Present
Family Relationship

Children who were fluent in their language were those with both parents being
Garifuna, who grew up with extended families in their home. They were also very likely to
host extended families. Most of the participants hosted extended families. All of those who
did not entertain extended families were male participants. Whether they married outside
their ethnic group had no bearing on the length of their relationships. Yet, having extended
family in the household did not guarantee that the children would become fluent in the
language. Half of the participants shared parentage of their children with a fellow Garinagu,
had extended family in the household, yet their children are not fluent in their language. In
addition, those who married outside their race are less likely to harbor extended family; and it
is very unlikely that their children will speak their language. Those who married fellow
Garinagu will almost always host extended family.
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Table 5 suggests that men were more likely to engage in relationships with people
who were from outside their ethnic group. When they did, they did not admit to hosting
extended families. One person, whose spouse spoke Garifuna and did not host an extended
family, also had no children together. Most of the participants were in relationships with
fellow Garinagu. All 3 participants who were in relationships with other ethnic groups were
male. None of the children of these participants spoke Garifuna. These participants often
mixed Garifuna with Creole or with Spanish, jumping from one language to the other,
depending on the environment. They would start a sentence in one language and finish with
the other. Few participants mixed Garifuna with Spanish as they conversed. All but one
participant who was fluent in Garifuna was also fluent in English and Spanish.

Table 5
Children Who Are Not Fluent in Garifuna

Gender

Garifuna
Fluent

Spouse
Speaks
Garifuna

2

F

Yes

n/a

No

Yes

Yes

Single

3

F

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

40

4

F

Yes

n/a

No

Yes

Yes

Widow

9

M

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

45

10

M

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

40

13

M

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

14

14

F

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

40

17

M

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

39

19

F

Yes

n/a

No

Yes

Yes

Single

Participant

Child
Speaks
Garifuna

Extended
Host
Family Extended
Years in
Present
Family Relationship
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Language and institutions are distinct elements of a culture (Geertz, 1973; Gutierrez &
Rogoff, 2003). Many Garinagu have opted not to use their language as the lingua franca.
This phenomena is not limited to the Garinagu. Colas (2008) examined language usage
among the Yucatec-Maya of the region. He found that with the influx of spanish speaking
Pentecostal proselityzers, Spanish has displaced the indigenous language as the lingua franca.
Lisani criticized his parents for not teaching him and his siblings the language during
their childhood. He discussed the difficulty of learning the Garifuna language as an adult.
Narifa and Anigi criticized other Garinagu youth who came from families where both parents
are Garifuna yet the children can not speak the language. Barabenu discussed the need to
practice and utilize the language regularly in order to retain it. Bandura (1969) attributes the
difficulty in learning languages to the challenges in identifying and separating the patterns
that make up the syntatic structures.
Even among those who are fluent in speaking the Garifuna language, the written
language is a challenge. Some common words are spelled in different ways and translations
vary somewhat (Huling, 2004). Buta recalls, “when we started with the Garifuna mass and I
would read it out of the Garifuna bible. It was such a struggle to read it. I would read it and
translate it in my own thought but it was hard for me to put on paper” because we were not
taught how to read and write the language.
Although Saleta credits her ability to converse fluently in Garifuna to her parents’
insistence on speaking Garifuna exclusively in the home, no such structure exists inside her
home. Consequently, her children are not conversant in Garifuna. She explains:
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I am trying to teach them. Sometimes I talk to them in Garifuna, then they stand up
and watch me, you know. They stand up and watch me. I say, ‘you have to learn your
culture.’ So I do talk to them in Garifuna. And they pick up 1 or 2 things and they say
just 1 or 2 words. I’m hoping that they will get it. My older son, he understands it but
he would say just certain rude things but he can’t hold a conversation in Garifuna…
We try you know, but the household changed. Because, I ended up living with a
Creole [man]. [I] tried to teach him [Garifuna], and in that mess, I couldn’t talk to him
in all Garifuna, so I ended up talking Creole. And then, he talks to all of them (the
children) in Creole; he talks to all of them in Creole, so that is how it stayed. That’s
how it is, but I kind of got it lost along the way… and [my son] has 2 Garifuna friends,
so they would run jokes and talk Garifuna with few things but he cannot have a
conversation.
Noting the challenges of learning languages at more advanced ages, Lisani
commented,
I’ve been trying to learn Garifuna but it’s not easy to learn Garifuna when you’re old
and it’s not a language that you frequently use… I think a main part of our culture is
the language. I wish I knew how to speak the language myself, I’ve been trying but
it’s not easy at all, to learn, at this age unless you have constant interaction with
Garifuna, with the Garifuna language.
Barabenu, who is fluent in four languages, added that “these languages need to be
practiced.” He noted that when the language is not practiced regularly, after some time, the
individual will discover having difficulty in conducting a smooth conversation. Narifa
recalled some moments that she shared with some of her peers. She was referring to
individuals who came from dual parent Garifuna homes. She commented, “They stand up
and they say that they feel bad that they didn’t know their language and now that they’re
much older you know. And it’s very hard and they say it. They’re not ashamed to say it.”
Shame here is in sharp contrast with Bonner’s (2001) discoveries. In her study of Garifuna’s
in their stronghold of southern Belize, Bonner found that language use was in decline because
of the younger generation’s shame to use the language as their lingua franca and their
preference for Creole.
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Barbenu shared his transformation toward greater appreciation for all things Garifuna.
He stated:
I started to become a little bit more Garifuna conscious. What caused me to [change]?
I wouldn’t know....I think it was the era when it was a crime to be a Garifuna; that
colonial, colonial thing, you know. As a matter of fact, you had to down play your
Garifunaduaü to be able to survive, or to be able to get along. It was something else.
As I told you um, it was almost a crime to be a Garifuna. Hence, the reason why
today, you find out that, we wonder why Creole has taken such a big, how you call it,
in the Garifuna community, it’s because of that. That is why Creole has become the
dominant language in the Garifuna community. So um, some people would say, “It’s
a disgusting situation, man.” The reality was that in those days, um if you spoke
Garifuna, you were an outcast. If you are a Garifuna, no, no! You were nobody. It is
only now, here of late, that Garifuna’s have been accepted.
Barabenu’s comments shed light on the apparent decline in the use of the Garifuna
language throughout the Garifuna communities. The shame and stigma associated with both
the Garifuna language and identity decreased the use and perpetuated the continued decline in
their relevance and utility (Bonner, 2001). Amanaya shared the story of a young gentleman
whom she met. From the initial introductions, she believed that she knew his parents.
Amanaya quickly realized that the young man spoke to her exclusively in Creole. Daringly,
she challenged him about his choice of language. The lad commented that if the ladies in the
area heard him speak Garifuna, they would know that he in fact was Garifuna and he would
never stand a chance of conquering them in a romantic relationship.
Anigi talked about entering Garifuna communities where it was suspected and
expected that she would not be fluent in understanding and speaking the language. Having
displayed her knowledge of the language, she was soon able to navigate the environments.
Knowledge of the environment allowed her to engage in other social activities and events
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including participating in games that children play, conversations, running errands, cooking,
and traditional dieties.
Recounting one particular situation, Lisani shared the following experience.
I had a client come in here this morning. He came in here to “inquire” [about] what
happened, because he got complaints that a set of people came in here and I drove
them out of my office, because they spoke Spanish, right. He’s a Belizean. And I
said, “from the time [that] you came in, [I said that] I prefer those people to be here
because I don’t deal with third party conversation,” right. “You already jumped to
your conclusion. The people came in here and spoke to me in Spanish. I told them I
don’t speak Spanish. Well, they continued and said uh ‘well we have a report. You
don’t speak Spanish?” I said, “No. I speak English and I’m a Garifuna. I speak
Garifuna.” The woman, it seems that she got upset and said, “Well I’m going to
Belmopan” as a threat, right, because I should speak Spanish. She is the one who
came to live in this country, where the official language is English, but I’m supposed
to rip up my Spanish to suit her. She refuses to break up [into] her English, even
though she is a Belizean citizen, right. So, the Belizean, the born Belizean, who was
from here, who is a Mestizo, automatically jumped on their defense, right. I said, “I
didn’t chase them out of my office. I told them I speak English and Garifuna, and I’m
a Garifuna.” And as far as I’m concerned, the official language is English. [He
asked], “So you don’t talk Spanish? So, you’re sure you don’t talk?” Like [he] got
defensive because I refused to speak Spanish, right. But they don’t understand that
Spanish is just another language in Belize, just as Garifuna and Maya. So if I have to
speak to a client in Spanish, when they come into my office, then I have to speak to
the Maya man in Maya, and I have to speak to the Garifuna man in Garifuna, right,
because, for now, we only have one official language which is English. Why do you
think that your language should be the preferential language? So, right from there,
that mentality, you know, that type of mentality comes from that one race is higher
than the other race. You are expected to adjust to us. I’m not supposed to adjust to
you, you are expected to adjust to us, because, we speak Spanish, alright. To hell with
your language, what you speak, right, but you need to adjust to us, you know. Then,
no, everybody else who comes here needs to speak English, right. When the Chinese
come, they need to still learn English. When the Indian man comes, he needs to learn
English. The Maya man needs to learn English. The Garifuna man needs to learn
English to communicate. But the Spanish man doesn’t need to learn English. You see
what I mean? So, we have to bend to suit, the Central Americans, like they are the
ones who are contributing the most to the country, to develop the country. I don’t
know if they are. Are they the ones contributing the most to the development of this
country, that we now have to bend our, to suit them? We have to learn their language?
We are the only ones who have to learn their language, you know. They are the only
ones that we have to learn their language, because everybody else is trying to learn
English. The Chinese man come and wants to learn English.
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Lisani’s experience speaks to the issues of power and the utility of language. It also
points to the issue of race and the allegiances that are created along those lines. As I indicated
earlier, this part of Belize has a high Mestizo population and Spanish is spoken in many
households. The expectation was that Lisani should learn to speak Spanish. The privilege
that his clients sought is not extended to Garinagu in Garifuna dominated areas.
Lisani’s extract resembles a common experience for Garifuna’s in Belize. Rantala and
Stalhandske (1999) highlighted situations in which Garinagu were the clear majority yet they
were restricted from using their language in routine work situations, even when they were
speaking with only other Garinagu. Anigi shared an experience where she was having a
private conversation with another Garinagu woman at the woman’s workplace. Anigi
accompanied a friend to the police station where a member of the friend’s family was
detained. Anigi said that
I got there, I met um a W (Woman police officer) from [a Garifuna community]. I
didn’t want [the policeman] to hear what I was asking so I asked in Garifuna. And he
told me, “We don’t want to hear that here” you know. So I looked at him and the W
turned around and she told him, “When you people and your crowd want to say your
‘porque and porque aqui and porque,’ I don’t tell you anything, so leave me and her
with our language.” And we continued talking in Garifuna and he didn’t like it. He
insulted us.
Anigi’s policewoman friend noted that the policeman involved in this incident
regularly communicated with other co-workers in Spanish while in the workplace. This
widespread use of Spanish has been exacerbated by the continued migration of Central
Americans into Belize (Balam, 2013; Belize 2010 Population and Housing Census, 2011).
Guatemala accounted for 44% and 40.8 of the foreign born residents in 2000 and 2010
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respectively. For the same period Spanish speaking Central Americans accounted for 83.9%
and 77.2% of all foreign born residents in Belize (Balam, 2013).
The Government of Belize language policy acknowledges English as the country’s
official language, it recognizes “Belize’s geopolitical situation and the status of Spanish as a
major language for business and trade. It respects the multicultural and multilingual nature of
the country” (Ministry of Education, 2008, p. 4). In respecting the languages other than
English and Spanish and acknowledging the wishes of members of the various cultural
groups, the government leaders “encourage the use of native/home languages, where
necessary, to facilitate learning” (p. 4). This policy is a timid endorsement for other
languages, including Garifuna, that are used by Belizeans. The order of precedence in the
official government documents is enacted in daily living. The named languages are given
status and preference over those not named, including Garifuna.
Other participants shared stories that were similar to that which Anigi and her friend
were both subjected to, with respect to the use of Garifuna in and around their work places.
Situations like these challenge Garinagu’s willingness to communicate in their language in
this region and thus influence their efforts to teach the language to their children.
Saitu, on the other hand, insisted that his children speak Garifuna in their home.
When he entered his home, he shed the business languages outside the door. He maintained a
systematic and sustained effort to promote the use of the Garifuna language. Saitu insistence
alone might not have been fruitful. Narifa added that when any of the children in the home
got to a point where they could not express themselves in Garifuna, Saitu would “play crazy”
and act as if he did not understand them. The children were then required to go to their
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mother who would then help them with the language. This exercise surfaced impromptu and
creeped into becoming the modus operandi over time.
Saleta’s parents and her siblings are all fluent in Garifuna. Communicating in
Garifuna inside of her parents’ home was mandatory. She commented:
My mom and my dad, well the entire family, they talked Garifuna to us at home. And
when we go to Georgetown or Siene Bight, everybody talks all Garifuna. We can’t
talk Creole there any at all. I have an outside sister right, and when my grandma
would come and talk to her in Garifuna, she would answer in Creole, she would say
“fugiabu” (poor thing) you know. Something like that. Exactly. Fugiabu! And you
can’t say a word in Creole to my grandma. You can’t. You can’t. She will also start
railing up too. So we grew up with that. Talk Garifuna inside the household.
Chichiyu’s upbringing was somewhat similar. He described his home life this way:
Growing up at home with my mother and my father, we spoke mostly Garifuna at
home right. You hardly heard Creole. You rarely heard a little bit of Creole and so.
This was before going to school or whatever and so on. So, if my father speak to me
and I answer my father in Creole, he will brakes me right away or he will stop and tell
me, “Repeat what you have just said. Don’t speak that thing to me. Don’t speak that
language. Don’t speak that to me. “I’m speaking Garifuna to you, you answer me
back in Garifuna.” So, we were all obedient, we had to obey our parents, even my
mother right. So we learned to speak Garifuna at home. Up to this very day, I still
speak my language fluently.
Chichiyu’s father established norms that his family was required to follow. Saitu had
the support of his wife. Whenever he communicated with his children, he did so in Garifuna
and he insisted that they respond in kind. He never strayed from his demand and expectation.
His spouse helped the children to meet his demands. In this sense the partnership of marriage
enabled collaboration between the adults. That collaboration fostered the method and
environment for their children to learn along the lines which the parent considered important
(Merriam et al., 2003). This system also facilitated greater communication between the
children and the parents.
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Saitu and his spouse’s combined efforts ensured that his children were equipped to
have the choice in the future to be able to utilize the language in dialogue. The revelation that
an overwhelming number of those who cannot speak their language are trying and often hold
it against their parents suggests that in the future, parents might be doing their children right
by imposing their language and culture upon their children and the children will have the
choice later to distance themselves.
Among the participants, Saitu remained the only parent whose children were fluent in
the Garifuna language and confident in their abilities to converse exclusively in the language.
The other participants communicate to their children in Garifuna but none insisted that the
children respond in kind. This approach has resulted in a number of offspring who
understand the language but cannot speak it, or are uncomfortable speaking the language.
The ability to learn language appears to diminish with age and time while the ability to learn
other things tend to increase as people build on their prior experiences.
Anigi commented that “we could have changed everything else but not the language at
home. And if you look at it, our food still remains too.” Anigi credited this type of home
upbringing with keeping her connnected to the language and cultural foods. Language thus
connects the other fabrics of the community: the present with the present, the present with the
past, and the living with the ancestors.
Discrimination on the basis of language use is not exercised exclusively by nonGarifuna towards Garinagu. Garinagu use the language as a power tool to alienate other
Garifuna’s. Language is used to exclude some and to make others feel inferior; it is used as a
gatekeeping tool to filter out the unwanted or the unwelcomed. Garinagu who have often
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been reluctant to use their language in some spaces in turn use their knowledge and fluency
with the language to keep out those who are not as proficient.
Guayarano admitted that since he was not raised in traditional Garifuna communities,
his command of the language was not perfect. His deficiency was illuminated when he was in
traditional Garifuna communities. After challenging one committee about transparency
concerning its use of allotted funds, Guayarano found out that by the time of the next meeting,
a clause was inserted which specifically stated that “if you are not fluent in Garifuna, you
cannot be a member of the committee.” Citing such divisions, Amanaya opined that “we the
Garifuna, I think in some way or the other, we have a problem in getting together. They see,
made a point that they say you don’t talk Garifuna, the people they don’t talk Garifuna.”
Guayarano added that those who made the decision to expel him “were not the ordinary street
people.” They were, in fact, the highly educated Garinagu.
Garifuna language use among the elders remains high. Some participants pointed to
Garifuna as the preferred language when they are communicating with relatives who have
emigrated. This preference, they believe, affords them some level of privacy even when they
are among crowds. This belief stems from the difficulty for non Garinagu to understand what
the conversationalists are saying. Language also remains an essential element of Garifuna
rituals.
Language use has been a complex issue in Garifuna learning. On the one hand, many
who were positioned to learn and use the language have, for a variety of reasons chosen not to
use the language. Bonner (2001) identified shame as a cause for this reluctance to speak the
language. In addition, the unequal enforcement of regulations concerning language use in the
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schools has functioned to deprive Garifuna’s of the use of their language (Rantala &
Stalhandske, 1999). Unlike educators in predominantly Spanish speaking communities who
tend to instruct in that language, Garifuna’s have steadfastly conformed to the exclusion of
their language in the schools. These power dynamics and the remnants of colonialism are
strong players in the language use, or lack thereof, with respect to Garifuna as the lingua
franca for this community.
In the majority of the homes of these participants, both parents were fluent in the
Garifuna language yet their children are growing up unable to engage in full conversation
utilizing their language. In situations where only one parent or neither parent spoke Garifuna,
the children subsequently did not speak the language. As they moved further away from their
cultural community, establishing a system in order to maintain closeness with their heritage
became more essential. This system included a concentrated effort to prepare certain types of
dishes, to make regular visits to traditional communities, and to visit other group members
who reside nearby.
The core of learning is making connections. Language is considered to be the pivotal
tool that connects individuals to their culture. In this sense, language is not merely the broad
mode of dialogue that each member who is knowledgeable of the language speaks and
understands; it also involves use of words, phrases, gestures and gesticulations that may be
more specific to a group or a subset of the group. In addition to insisting upon language use
in the home, Saitu arranged for his children to spend vacation and holiday times with his
parents and his wife’s parents. These grandparents continued to reside in traditional Garifuna
communities.
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These children were fully immersed into Garifuna communities and participated in
everyday life including rituals, conversations, playing children’s games, and separation from
natural parents. This arrangement is consistent with the principles of family and sharing and
is beneficial to all parties. The parents got to share their children with the grandparents. The
grandparents get to maintain their connection with their lineage and the children get a change
of scenery. This change of scenery also comes with a different story to share with
schoolmates when they return to the classroom.
Several participants refrained from insisting that their young children learn the
Garifuna language. These children grew up in homes where both of their parents were
Garinagu. As such, they had the opportunity to learn major aspects of the Garifuna culture.
Narifa and Anigi shared their experiences with the children of some fellow participants with
whom they grew up. Unlike Anigi and Narifa’s situation where their father demanded that
they learned their culture, and established a structure for them to learn, these other individuals
were afforded more freedom to decide or lacked the support structure. Today, the children of
these parents have expressed to these parents, their resentment for not learning or knowing
their parents’ language. Many, if not most, have later tried to regain that cultural heritage but
are finding it difficult to overcome.
Lisani dismissed his parents’ efforts or conviction for him to have learned the
Garifuna language in his childhood. He complained about the difficulty of learning languages
later on in life. Gulisi talked about the difficulty that her children are having in learning the
language and the disappointment they feel for not knowing the language. Buta’s daughter
talked about her frustration with trying to learn the language.
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What appeared to be freedom being granted by parents in terms of language use for
their children, now appears to have been depriving their children in later years of the option or
choice to use or not to use their parent’s heritage. Choice for these children would come from
knowing their language, being able to make the decision whether or not to use the said
language, and selecting the circumstances under which they use that language (Balam, 2013;
Bonner, 2001; Langworthy, 2002). Such children are also denied the opportunity to pass on
what they also had the right to inherit from their parents: their cultural lineage. The choice
that parents made actually denied their children the ability to choose today. At the time that
these children were empowered to make the choice for language use, they were not equipped
to make such choices.
Among these participants and their children, much shame was felt for not being able to
speak the language. Whereas feelings of shame were once felt among a group of Garinagu
with being identified as Garifuna (Bonner, 2001), today, greater acceptance of Garifuna
cultural identity exists within the Garifuna community and within the larger society.
Exposure to, or recognition from outsiders tends to sway some Garinagu to appreciate more
things associated with their culture.
Much of a group’s history, belief system, religion, tradition, and its heritage is
transmitted through the use of a particular language with its own vocabulary. The inability to
participate in dialogue using the specific terminology limits one’s ability to fully participate in
the culture. The decline in use of the Garifuna language as the lingua franca in Garifuna
homes can immensely impact members’ abilities to share the same ideas, memories and
emotions since these nuances can get lost in translations.
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The exodus of Garinagu from southern Belize to places outside the country’s borders
may be helping in the retention of the language. Many of those who migrate use the Garifuna
language to communicate with fellow Garinagu in the hinterland. This utility may be a
compelling reason for the protection and proliferation of the language among Garinagu.
Increased use among Garinagu may also lead to increased interest in learning the language by
non-Garinagu similar to how the proliferation of Punta music affected greater acceptance of
Garinagu culture. Yet this benefit cannot be realized unless and until parents and
grandparents insist on teaching the language to babies and young adults decide to use it.
A spike in interest to learn Garifuna language among adults is occurring today. The
interest is occurring simultaneously with the attention given to the Garifuna culture primarily
through commercialization of the music and culture. Concurrently, more adults who selfidentify as Garifuna are not conversant in the language.
Among the Garinagu of Western Belize, learning and opportunities for learning are
connected to their Garifunaduaü, their feeling of Garifunaness. Most of this group of people
would not engage a non Garinagu, or if they do, they distance them (Huling, 2004). Access to
this community is made easier by accessing at least one individual, not necessarily the most
popular or infamous individual, but a person, or persona who can show connection to the rest
of the community or at least, one member of the community, primarily through familial ties.
The group is not an isolated community in that they do not have a specific region or
place in this geographical area that they exclusively or primarily occupy. They are in the
midst of the rest of the community. Because they are splintered throughout the community,
convening them is such a challenging and difficult task that knowledge of the community or
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access to certain individuals/gatekeepers is needed in order to gather them. The premier tool
that gathers Garinagu is the rituals that honor the ancestors. The next section covers the roles
of rituals and ancestry in the Garifuna learning process.
Rituals and Ancestry
To learn is to live. And to learn the Garifuna way of life is to live that way of life.
Part of that way of life involves the Garifuna religious and cultural practices. Among the
Garifuna population, learning tends to be an interactive process that is often unnoticed while it
is occurring. Contradictions are a persistent part of daily life yet remain a key component of
the overall learning experience. This contradiction is especially evident in the role of rituals
both as an aspect of self-identification and as an aspect of learning.
Rituals are a conduit to Garifunaduaü. Connection to ancestry is a critical part of
identity formation and a regular part of conversations. The dugu is perhaps the most
important ritual in the Garifuna culture and identity. Individuals’ knowledge and
understanding of this ritual process is connected to their acceptance of the totality of the
culture and the extent to which they and their offspring participate in the practices. The dugu
is recognized as the primary avenue of connecting the living with the ancestors. It provides
the foremost medium for Garinagu to live the caring, sharing, daring, and family aspects of
Garifunaduaü.
The goodwill earned through remittances sometimes gets exercised during the dugu
ritual. Many of those who migrate from local communities and have maintained connections
return to participate in dugu ritual. The process of conducting a dugu draws on various
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aspects of Garifuna culture. These aspects include religious beliefs, music and dance, food
acquisition and preparation, clothing and dress, crafts and artifacts, ways of socialization,
gender roles, and language (Flores, 2001; Gonzalez, 1965; Greene, 1998, 2002; Palacio, 1982,
1998). The dugu is described as a reunion and is a response to the desires of the ancestors
that brings members of the current generations together. The rituals connect the living to the
ancestors, the present to the past, and set the stage for the future.
This elaborate ceremony involves bringing family members together with a large
number of them residing in the dabuyaba (see Figure 3) for about 10 days in very close
proximity and sleeping in hammocks. The week long ceremony involves gathering and
cooking traditional foods that the ancestors consumed in their lifetimes. Such foods include
fish, chicken, pork, crab, cassava, coconut, plantain, and bananas.

Figure 3. Dabuyaba.
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I stood outside the dabuyaba and witnessed portions of a dugu. I looked inside and
saw a colorful display of clothing. A group of men, women, and children wore blue and
white checkered skirt and blouse or shirt and pants. Other groups wore green and white,
yellow and white or gray and white checker patterned clothing. On this day, the blue and
white dressed group seemed to outnumber the other groups combined. The front section was
comprised exclusively of adults and the women appear to outnumber the men by about a 2:1
ratio.
A space separated the elder adults from the younger adults. Likewise, a space
separated the younger adults and youth. Behind the young adults and youths were several
children. All were exquisitely dressed. This formation set up a hierarchy that positioned the
elders up front. There appeared to be real deference to age. The women inside the dabuyaba
all wore a head dress. They danced to the singing and the drumbeat. The dugu participants
were locked in at the elbows as they swayed together. Alternating rows swayed right while
the rows in between swayed left. Occasionally, the elbow bands broke as a participant
became possessed. The formation broke away following the portion of drumming.
The religious ceremony is led by the buyei, whose job it is to summon the spirits of
the ancestors to feast at the lavish table which the living descendants have prepared in honor,
respect and appreciation for the ancestors. The buyei would chant “welcome, welcome to the
spirits” as s/he stomped her/his feet. The arrival of these spirits represents an important facet
of learning for the members present. An occasional participant, or maybe a few, imminently
becomes the host body for an ancestor. Once under the control of the ancestor, the possessed
reveals a variety of information. Such information may include “what is wrong with a sick
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person” and concerns from the ancestors about issues with which the descendants may be
involved.
I attended a portion of an actual dugu for Anigi’s family. I observed Anigi’s younger
sister in that state of trance. I stood just outside the dabuyaba. She approached the door and
came directly in front of me several times with her eyes closed as she bounced rhythmically to
the drumming. Later, I asked Anigi about what I had witnessed. The following is her
account:
I danced and, I used to go with my mom. I used to go with my mom, you know, but I
have never experienced like one of our own would actually go through that. And then
she was able to like, it gave me cold seed (goose bumps) when she was able to call
these old people’s names and we have no idea about them. You know, like when she
called ooh this, and those are my mom’s people. But, and I didn’t know them: my
mom’s aunt, her grandmother Haramia. I knew for a minute it was my mom’s
grandmother but I didn’t know that Arugaru would, you know, actually like she
became Ferumina. And all the action that she did and I know that my little sister is not
like that. You know one spell I cried in there. And they chased me outside. You
know when I cried? When um the, remember they had 2 chairs all the way in front.
That was the chair for the old um the ancestors that they were doing the mass for, that
were going to come in. And you know, when Arugaru oweha 2, the last one, it was the
old man. You know she couldn’t walk? He was an old man. And like they had to
hold her; and you see her shaking like [a] tree. That’s when I cried. I, like really, I
felt sorry for her, you know, and like hmm, I didn’t want to be in there then. And you
know she got tired. Like when they’re out of her, it’s like, she looked so lost, you
know, and like em, in a way, I believe that she becomes ashamed or something and
like, she realizes that everybody’s looking at her and she cried. She cried. I felt sad
too.
Guayarano was raised primarily in non-traditional Garifuna communities. As a child
growing up, he was not exposed to the religious rituals. He did not participate in any until
much later in life. Guayarano described a recent experience at a ritual this way:

2

State of trance experienced while participating in Garifuna cultural ritual wherein the body of the participant is
temporarily occupied by or under the influence of an ancestral spirit.
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I recall, I ended up in another one [dugu], in Punta Gorda for my uncle, my
uncle’s wife and several other people. There were dancing and so on. You
know while outside, a young lady came outside like a zombie, you know,
zombie, and she said, and told us in Garifuna that it is now time for us to go in,
one by one. Everybody must go in one by one. Then somebody said the spirit
is in her. That is why she is coming. So, we complied, you know, hoping that
nothing will happen to us, [you] know (giggles).
While the participant is in that state of trance, both the language and the actions help
to inform the living about their ancestors who were portrayed. Believers contend that the
language used often times include words and phrases that are rarely used today or have
become extinct. Elders suggest that these words and phrases reflect past ways of
communicating. Revelations of this sort in this setting bring light to the changing language.
Even among differing Garifuna communities, variations exist when translations occur
(Huling, 2004). These variations become more widespread with the increased exposure and
contacts that are facilitated by improved technologies, and travel and communication media.
The state of trance, or oweha, thus represents one method of revealing personalities and
characters of ancestors, and of connecting the current generation with their ancestors.
Skeptics take a different stance on these linguistic revelations. Ynabonu suggests that
the language that those under the spell utter is quite “indistinct.” He continues,
And they’re talking in a language, I can’t say if it’s Hebrew or what, but it’s indistinct.
According to them it’s Garifuna but I listen to them keenly and I believe I know
Garifuna to know that that’s not Garifuna. Strange language. Must have been a makeup language; made up by the buyei himself, you see. Because they had to clothe
themselves with a lot of trickery to be able to sway the people then; to sway the
believers; so yeah, these types of things. And um, it was enjoyable to hear them
arriving, I mean, to pretend that they are arriving. It was so amusing and at the same
time, solemn, because the people in the audience there would be so, so um taken over,
so overwhelmed by the arrival of these spirits to tell them what’s really wrong with the
person who is sick and uh, what is required, you know.
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Ynabonu continued to share his skepticism this way:
There were certain songs that the buyei would chant when he is about to invoke the
spirits to come down, and then, because it happens in the dark, all the lights would be
put out, at that time there were no electric lights, but the, the big lamp would be put
out except for the candles, the real temple which they call the goule, where the buyei
would be, now the audience would be in the main part of the temple waiting to
welcome the spirits when they, whenever they hit ground where they would say
“mabuiga buyei, mabuiga buyei” welcome, welcome to the spirits, you know.
Well they’re not actually the footsteps of spirits, I realize that afterwards, it is the, it’s
the buyei (Ynabonu stomping his feet onto the floor) stomping hard there you know,
making a lot of [noise], you know, for you to believe that it is uh spirits descending.
So much so that the buyei during my childhood, long before he died, he got a leg
amputated because this was the very leg that he used to, to um, befool the people, you
see!
Ynabonu paints a picture of a theatric performance by the buyei. He also concluded
that the buyei’s lost their leg to as “dispensation from the Lord for fooling the people over the
years” or to payback from the ancestors. A key part of the rituals that is connected to
welcoming the ancestors is to invite them and share food with them in a symbolic process.
Ynabonu continued by challenging this practice. He confessed:
I do not believe that there can be, that there is any hunger once somebody has died. I
mean, for sure, you are unable to eat again. After all you are dead, you know. So, I
don’t believe in that (laughing), you know. I don’t believe in that. I mean, how are
you going to eat? You know (giggles), because, ok, we have this cycle: you eat, and
then you have to discharge. So come on, tell me how that is possible for someone who
has gone on. No, now it’s foolhardy.
Amanaya identified two poignant moments in her life which helped to solidify her
belief in the Garifuna religious rituals. In one situation, Amanaya was attending a chugu. She
describes the chugu as being like a mini dugu. It’s an offering that takes a day or two and the
main thing is a mass. Following the mass in honor of the ancestor, the participants go and
share food. The dugu is the more serious one; the dugu, that’s the biggest event that we have
as far as the ritual, the Garifuna ritual. So it takes a week or more. In this particular instance,
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a long deceased former caregiver, who took care of Amanaya’s children and her ill mother,
invited herself to the chugu. This individual, it turned out, wanted recognition and
appreciation for what she had done for Amanaya’s family. A mass in her honor satisfied this
ancestor.
In another situation, Amanaya shared the story of her sick child:
One, my child was dying, almost died. We had almost given up. We had to take turn
to take care of her. In a daze, during that dream, an elderly lady came to me, an old
woman whom I did not know before. She spoke to me. And she told me, to go and
get, this was in Succotz, to get this plant, to boil it, bathe the child with it, and give her
some to drink, and that will cure her. She was talking; this person was talking to me
vividly as how you and I talk. And, it was like, if I was dazing. When I, and this baby
was in my hand. When I, when I woke up, I did not see anybody; I didn’t see
anybody. And she identified, “I am” this person. When I woke up, I was scared. I
didn’t know who. So, what I did, yeah right away, the plant was right there in the
yard. I did what she told me. And then, when I finished, the child did live. My
daughter is living right now. She’s big. When I went, my mother was still alive.
When I went down to Dangriga and I told my mother about this person, what
happened, she said it was her grandmother. So that was my great grandmother who
came to me to tell me what to do, you see.
Amanaya also offered the following example:
This lady, this elderly woman who had, who was taking care of my mother when my
mother was sick, and long time she was dead and nobody, well in the, I didn’t um, it
didn’t occur to me that she was in need. Well, she showed up at that chugu and then,
she directed herself to me that she wanted this from. And she used to help me with my
children too. And she did tell me, she told us there that we had forgotten about her. It
was a joke and nobody in the in the gathering really knew her. So after all, she
identified herself and I said OK. Then I asked to be, asked them for pardon because,
to appease them, because that’s why they have the malee, in the dugu. Malee is to
appease them. You can’t just get up and um, I gave her the mass and I offered the
mass for her and we did a little thing for her. And that was it!
In the case above, Amanaya concluded that the ancestor was simply looking for
“recognition” or thanks, “the same we want it.” Testimonials, such as these cited above, help
members of the community learn, respect, support, and appreciate their culture. Guayarano
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commented, “I respect it and I support whatever they ask me to do.” Amanaya asserts that in
Western religious traditions, “we offer our masses, we pray for the repose of our dead, and we
pray to our saints.” She contends that we do not honor them but instead, “we just regard them
and we pray to them. And they help us. And it’s the same way, I believe, and I know, that
the spirit of my father helps me. The spirit of my grandmother helps me. I believe that and I
know that.” Testimonials based on personal experiences satisfy the Garifunaduaü principle of
sharing and also facilitates informal learning of culture among these Garinagu of Western
Belize.
A compelling moment during the dugu ritual is when a participant, or a few
participants oweha. This occupation starts in the middle of the ceremony when the group is
dancing and singing to the tune of drumming. The participants are engaged in a rhythmic
bounce that almost resembles a prance. Referring to the rituals, Barabenu commented that “it
is not unusual when you attend one of these things, [to see] a couple people dropping all over
the damn place, because the ancestors are present.” “Dropping” is a term used synonymous
with oweha.
As the ancestor assumes control of the physical being of the current participant, the
individual under the spell reveals information on behalf of the possessor. Anigi commented
that her sister took the character of the person who temporarily possessed her body. In
addition, the possessed “walked with a cane and spoke in a voice” which helped the other
participants determine the identity of the possessor. Amanaya testified to a former caretaker
communicating to her through the chugu. The chugu is considered a mini dugu. In this ritual,
the descendants offer food as sacrifice to the ancestors, and these actions are followed by
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some traditional dance. For greater details on the rituals see Roessingh and Bras (2003) and
Flores (2001).
Although the rituals are sacrosanct to Garifuna identity and way of life, some aspects
have been criticized and challenged by insiders. Some question the relevance, the spiritual
power, the conduits (buyei), and even the process. The ceremonies are criticized for being too
expensive and wasteful especially since food offered to the ancestors is later buried in the
ground. The food is costly, the key participants, including the buyei, drummers and gayusa
(singers) have to be paid. Ynabonu contends that many times the faithful depart from
tradition by holding the beluria, which is supposed to be held on the 9th night following a
death, at other times. With respect to setting food for the ancestors he asks, “How are you
going to eat? How is that possible for someone who has gone on?” This belief and the
accompanying actions, he suggests, are “foolhardy.” This questioning comes from both the
schooled and the less schooled. Guayarano, the schooled and experienced public health
officer, who has been trained to make his decisions based on the teachings of physical
science, offered a couple scenarios that gave him pause to his longstanding doubts about the
religious rituals. Guayarano offers another situation that challenges what he considers to be
common sense. His story went like this:
Once I was sent out to investigate a complaint that they were raising a hog and it was
creating an odor, odor nuisance to the community. Alright! When I got down there,
the pig belongs to a member of the staff at the hospital. So I told her, I said “Lucy,
come here girl, let’s talk. So I told her what the complaint was. She said, “Inspector, I
will tell you the truth. We realized that it was a problem and we had already built a
new pig pen elsewhere to have removed the pig.” She said “because we are raising the
pig for a dugu.” And prior to that, the woman for whom we are making the dugu
came to her husband in a dream and told him that anybody who moves the hog will
die.” And that’s why they didn’t move the pig. And I told her plain, “Well, on my
part, leave it there.” And, when I relayed it to those in Belmopan, they said, “Boy, lef
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da rass de” (leave that situation alone) ‘cause that could humbug (cause problems
upon) everybody, you know, because something bad was going to happen. They went
through. But sadly so, not long after, she lost one of her kids. Very mysterious
circumstance: they were at the beach, the water was less than 2 feet deep, and her
child disappeared and drowned right there. I’m telling you! They say it was the most
mysterious event that those people ever noticed. How could that happen? And
somebody said, “You know what, you remember that thing (the pig)? The old man
never forgot because they had the intention to move it. So it’s a punishment for the
family.” That is the old Garifuna, you see.
Following his experiences he refused to dismiss the rituals as he had for many years.
He had come to appreciate both the ritual and dreams as a method of communication and
knowing among the Garinagu. He had also come to respect the beliefs of his fellow Garifuna.
It became clearer to Guayarano that physical science could not at this moment, answer all his
questions.
Ynabonu, an eloquent retired educator who speaks like an orator described the dugu as
“pagan worship” and “devil worship,” or heresy wherein the buyei “clothe himself with a lot
of trickery to be able to sway the people them; to sway the believers.” Some Garinagu who
share this or similar perspectives admit that they too would like to get rid of some aspects of
the culture. Ynabonu creates an image of the buyei as a show master. He claims that “for you
to believe that the spirits [were] descending” upon the dabuyaba, the buyei would stomp
her/his feet to make it sound like people were running. They “got [their] dispensation from
the Lord for fooling the people over the years.” He associated the amputation of the legs of a
couple now deceased buyei’s to payback for their deception. These buyei’s once used the
same legs to stomp and deceive their people.
The Belize educational system is a church state partnership. The state pays all salaries
for all primary and secondary school educators and administrators. Most schools are
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administered by a variety of churches (Ministry of Education, 2008). Garifuna is not a
religion and its rituals are not recognized as a separate religious activity therefore the group
does not benefit from a church-state arrangement. Amanaya offered a scenario wherein she
was wrongfully accused of withholding a child from participating in a dugu ceremony. This
happened in an era when Amanaya “did not dream that…in later years I would be involved in
a dugu because I myself never had much to do with it” until about 30 years after the particular
incident. Thirty years after the incident, Amanaya had to hold a dugu in honor of her mother.
Barabenu, a longtime friend and former classmate of Guayarano relayed a somewhat
different story. Like many others, Barabenu attended Catholic schools and was raised under
the influence of Western religion. He too doubted and even disengaged from Garifuna
religious rituals. Over time he gradually came to re-examine his world and drifted back
toward his roots. This transition was accelerated by an experience involving a dugu.
Barabenu talked about the death of his child and the intercession of an ancestor before the
child’s death: “I had already known that she was going to die within a certain period of
time….I knew because as I told you, the spirits told me…so that when she died, it was no
surprise to me.”
Barabenu offered his personal experience as the reason “why I am so passionate when
I talk to you about dugu and these things.” The respect and reverence afforded to the
ancestors is emblematic of the respect the Garifuna have long held for the community’s
“seenagers”. Seenagers is the term he coined to refer to the active elders or seniors. He adds,
“I don’t know if anybody, if any other culture or any other race, have the gift that we have:
that your ancestors will come to you and tell you, point you in the direction that they want you
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to go.” Yet to benefit from their presence and guidance, “one thing you have to do: believe in
them.” Among the Garinagu the presence of their ancestors is very real and remains relevant
in their daily lives. Amanaya’s story (as previously noted), which involved her child and her
grandmother, helps to demonstrate that the connection to the ancestors is not exclusive to
ritualistic situations. The ancestors provide help and protection. Amanaya offers this
situation as an example of why she “believe[s] in the spirits of my ancestors.”
The help and protection that ancestors provide is similar to that of Western religions
that profess the appearance of angels who provide guidance and direction, and the prowess of
saints. In Western religions, the faithful may offer masses, pray for the repose of the dead,
and the powers of praying to the saints to intercede on the believer’s behalf. It is the saint’s
role to take the prayers to God himself. Guacita suggests that belief in God is similar to belief
in the ancestors since both are spirits. She contends that “as long as you believe in God, you
believe in the spirit because God is a spirit.” Comparing the practices of Western religions
with Garifuna rituals, Amanaya commented that:
We offer our masses, we pray for the repose of our dead, and we pray to our saints.
We do not honor them. We just regard them and we pray to them. And they help us.
And it’s the same way, I believe, and I know, that the spirit of my father help[s] me.
The spirit of my grandmother help[s] me. You see, I believe that and I know that.
When it comes to the dugu, the spirits at the temple are the ancestors.
So these are the things that are hard for other people to understand. It’s the same thing
when the angel come[s] to people and tell[s] them what to do, you know, things like
that. So this is what, that has been a big conversion and I believe, that is why I believe
in the spirits of my ancestors. They are around us, they help us. So, with our Catholic
faith, I respect it and I regard it and I pray and I offer my mass and I light my Bella
Dora and I pray. I believe in Jesus. I believe in everything. But I will not condemn
my Garifunaduaü or the buyei.
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The protection and support that the ancestors provide is also a reflection of their
knowledge of the people and the lives that these ancestors themselves endured. Barabenu
asserts that today, “your ancestors have a part” to play in your life. He divulged,
One of the ancestors told us in one of these dugu, ‘When you used to get your finger
mashed, who did you go to?’ Mommy, daddy! ‘And if she’s dead? What is wrong
with going back to her?’ We don’t talk that. We talk about Hail Mary, we will talk
about Jesus.” He proceeded to ask the rhetorical question “Do you think you know
more than those who have gone ahead of us?
Having experienced many of the similarities, these ancestors stand ready to share their
knowledge with their descendants, especially during difficult times. This process keeps the
generations connected. Similarly, in the context of Belizean groups, the various Maya and
Kekchi communities share rituals that keep them connected to their ancestors. In contrast,
Western religions hold a somewhat different place for the deceased and tend to discard them,
save for the individual’s more narrow family structure. Western religions tend to place
greater emphasis on strangers with whom the person who is praying may share little or
nothing in common. This practice is especially true of communities that do not
predominantly share Western cultures. Such practices arguably discount and devalue
personal relationships and those closest to the individual. The practice of alienating ancestors
also invites an atmosphere of mistrust and promotes the superiority of things foreign.
The importance and reverence of the ancestors and the need to include them in daily
living was amplified with the theme of the 2012 Garifuna Settlement Day celebrations:
“Wawansera Mémeba Lau Lubafu Bungiu hama Áhari” translated to “We Keep Going
Forward with the Power of God and the Ancestors.” Barabenu admonished that we don’t
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leave out the ancestors “because this [celebration] is not for you; this is for them. We join and
celebrate with them.”
Through religious rituals, dreams, and supernatural experiences, Garinagu continue to
maintain connection with their ancestors. These experiences give this group confidence that
their ancestors remain in their midst. For some, these ancestors are as important, if not more
important than saints that some Western religions offer as intermediaries between the living
and their God. One suggestion offered by several participants is that their ancestors know
them better than any saint does. Because their ancestors know them, the living persons
believe that their relatives will care more for them and therefore do more to protect or
advocate for them.
Learning processes weave culture and society, the visible and the invisible, the
explained and the unexplained (Geertz, 1973; Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003). Understanding the
culture and especially the reverence for the ancestors is paramount to understanding Garifuna
communities. Yet, knowledge of the community alone may not be enough. Testimonials
from prior experiences that participants share demonstrate how many in this group have
transitioned from being doubt filled, to accepting much of what has been attributed to being
Garifuna.
The religious rituals have been the subject that has brought families together and also
divided the community. Foremost of the rituals is the dugu. Commonly referred to as a
reunion, the dugu is planned out and often is the one thing that families would invest the
greatest effort to attend. Perhaps because they occur infrequently, many feel obliged to show
up when the call for attendance is beckoned. The perceived trickery, waste of resources, and
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the dominance of Western religious practices have caused some Garinagu to turn against
Garifuna religious rituals.
Many Garinagu are blanketed with mixed emotions concerning their rituals and
consequently, their identity. Amanaya opines that it is difficult for many to “appreciate both
the Garifuna religious side and also appreciate the European religious way”, a feat she has
been able to accomplish. Guacita indicated that “if I had never had the experience at the dugu
temple (dabuyaba), I would say [get rid of it]. But with my experience at the temple, to me,
that is the most important part of the culture, because that is where you learn everything.”
A noticeable conflict exists between Garinagu who support the spiritual rituals and
those who reject them. A group exists in between which has expressed doubts. This conflict
presents opportunities, especially for those in the middle, to question and challenge that which
others have come to believe and the positions that they have adopted.
Guacita affirmed that “I know our ancestors exist, and I believe in them, and I respect
our buyei.” She admits that this has not always been the case. Barabenu also admits that “I
am not ashamed to tell you” that he has not always embraced the Garifuna religious rituals.
He credits his experiences leading up to the death of his daughter and other experiences with
his ancestors as pivotal to his conversion. Specifically, “today, it is one of the reasons why I
am a proud Garifuna: because of that thing (the dugu).” Anigi believes that the ritual would
do well without the owehani. The owehani is the person who is experiencing oweha. Having
witnessed her younger sister depict an elder wheelchair bound gentleman as she was
possessed, severely distressed Anigi to the point that she would want the owehani to
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disappear. However, realizing that this process is also a critical part of the way in which the
ancestors reveal their identities, brought reason for Anigi to pause. She declared,
While um they’re in the trance, they’re actually revealing certain things you see… so
without owehani, we cannot get the truth if the dugu was accepted. So, for them,
that’s the main part of the dugu, you see: accepting; that the ancestors were happy with
everything. So, although I might want that out from there, although I would want that
out from there, that’s the main part for these people. Check it out, that’s the main
thing for them: knowing that it was accepted… So, although there is a part in it that I
wouldn’t want, right, but yet it is important to keep it because that’s the only way we
get our families, [living and dead], together.
Costs associated with performing rituals represent an existential threat to the preservation
of Garifuna culture. With high unemployment throughout Belize and the increasing costs of
conducting rituals, a decline in the number of religious rituals appears to be on the horizon. At the
same time, the number of participants in each religious ritual’s may be rising. The
commoditization of roles within the rituals is also challenging the types of relationships members
of the community once shared.

The notion of freedom has proved detrimental to the retention of culture and cultural
norms among minority groups. In these instances, the politics of freedom has often meant
the right to abandon their heritage. This detraction and reductionist approach to cultural
freedom has great implications for family structures. Whereas in the past, every elder
member of the society was respected and treated as an aunt, uncle or grandparent, the politics
of reduction that is currently featured, has narrowed the field of people to whom such respect
is given. This deviation from the inclusion of elders and extended family is now alienating
and dividing the community. In addition, smaller family sizes seem to be exerting greater
pressures on parents to impart knowledge and share culture. This contraction also appears to
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be restricting the traditional cultural knowledge that is being passed on from generation to
generation.
Huiriza or Storytelling
I entered Hopkins Village shortly after 7:00 p. m. In travelling west to east, I
approached Main Street and turned left. I hadn’t been in the village for at least eight years.
Back then I was passing through as a passenger on a bus. This time, I was in the company of
my father. When I started my research, I had no idea that my father’s family members were
among the earliest inhabitants of this village. They were among a small group of Garinagu
who arrived in Belize from Honduras. My father dropped me off at the dabuyaba. I had
informed Anigi and Narifa that I wanted to observe (as much as possible) their involvement in
a dugu. I approached the thatched building from the western side and worked my way around
to the north side. A door and two windows are on the north side of the structure. The door
and windows remained wide open and allowed spectators to watch the proceedings from
outside of the structure.
I stood among a group of about a dozen spectators, none of whom I knew. I peered
through the windows. I could see waves of people, young and old swaying rhythmically to
the beating of drums. Three drummers were positioned in front of the crowd on the right
hand side of the dabuyaba. On the opposite side in the front of the crowd, a group of women
stood. They appeared to be leading the singing which accompanied the drumming. The
participants lined up in rows with alternating movements as they swayed in opposite
directions. The tempo of the drumbeat increased.
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Without notice, the participants started to create a space in their midst. A young lady
emerged from the open space. My interest deepened and I moved closer to the door. With
her eyes shut, the young lady started moving towards the door. She is no longer swaying like
the other participants. Instead, she is bouncing to this rhythm as she slowly approaches the
door. Spectators rushed away from the doorway. I moved slightly to the side. I looked
closely into her face. Her eyes were closed completely. She came up to within a foot or two
from the door before turning around and going back to the center of the dabuyaba. This
process was repeated several times. Suddenly the other participants dispersed again. This
time, a much older woman followed suit. Once the women who were bouncing worked their
way out of the formation, the other participants returned to form and carried on with their
swaying. This process gave the possessed women room to operate while they maintained
their rhythm. The women who were bouncing, or even prancing, were in a state of trance.
They are referred to as owehani’s and the cultural term for this state of being is oweha.
After about 45 minutes of drumming and singing, the music stopped. The swaying
participants also stopped. The owehani’s continued to the same rhythm. Most participants
walked outside the dabuyaba. After a few minutes, a couple of older women hugged the
women who were still in the trance. They moved toward the front of the dabuyaba. About
half hour after the singing and drumming stopped and the participants exited the dabuyaba,
the young lady who was in that state or trance emerged. Her eyes looked droopy and she
appeared dazed. Her face was serious, shoulders dropped and she walked slowly toward the
door. She appeared to be exhausted.
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The Story and the Environment
I stood outside of the dabuyaba to the sounds of conversations. These conversations
included participants and spectators. A mix of Garifuna and Creole could be heard. In the
outside kitchen, large pots rested above piles of wood burning fires. I started focusing on the
conversations. One participant started talking about his maternal grandfather. The talk was
about the grandfather’s inability to shoot and hunt and his inability to catch fishes. The story
about the grandfather and many others brought continuous laughter as they were delivered as
jokes. They were also used to help explain parts of the process of acquiring the foods that are
needed for the elaborate dugu ceremony.
Stories in this context are told in two situations: individual situations and social
gatherings. See Table 6 for characteristics of stories. Stories told in individual situations tend
to be private, serious and testimonial in nature. Various versions of the stories are told with
the storytellers revealing more or less details according to the relationship and level of trust
that they have with the listeners. They often involve inexplicable situations and perceived
ancestral intervention. For example, Guayarano relayed the story of the pig in the yard
situation, Barabenu provided the hicatee (sea turtle) story, and Amanaya told stories of her
sick child situation as well as her experience with the chugu. In these situations, the
storyteller commands the airwaves while the listener listens attentively as the speaker reveals
some profound experience.
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Table 6
Characteristics of Stories
Context

Serious

Funny

Private

Reflective
Message
Storyteller becomes vulnerable

Personal
Experience
Audience trusted
Very close relationship

Public

Heed/warning
Funny message
Tone may change

Large audience
Entertaining
Has message

Stories told in social gatherings tend to be more joking, interactional, and comical.
They are purposeful (Guber, 2007). They are typically accompanied by laughter, raised
voices, excitement, and occasions with multiple people speaking at the same time. Everyone
in attendance has an opportunity to contribute but oftentimes one or two individuals will
command greater attention. Guayarano, the retired public health officer and former politician,
who is usually smiling, has a captivating personality. At a meeting caused by public outrage
over the murder of his neighbor, a university student, Guayarano was nominated by the
conventioneers to represent their interests and concerns with members of the national cabinet.
Whenever he speaks, he has a way of developing anticipation within his speech.
Some stories are told as jokes but often involve addressing serious and often painful
situations. Guayarano is one of the best in these situations. He is a fast talker who can
skillfully and appropriately transition from seriousness into a radiant authentic smile (Guber,
2007). These stories tend to be told in the intimacy of family. Although those involved can

208
reflect and laugh about the situation being described, the storytellers will also admit to the
impact of the particular situations. For example, here is an exchange I had with Barabenu:
Q: So, did your children ever discuss that, I guess the struggles, if you say that [your
wife] was not used to working, obviously they had to have gone through some
struggles, so have they discussed what life was like?
A: Yes, yes. Every so often they will, will, make joke of it, you know, every now
and again. Like just Saturday here, my son was telling me how he went to a
market on Belize when he was in the States, and um, lo and behold, he said, he
saw masa pan. You know what is masa pan?
Q: Breadfruit?
A: Yes, breadfruit. He said um, he ate so much masa pan in Barranco during those
days that, he didn’t want to hear the name anymore. This was one of the how you
call it that I can so they do have their how you call it about it.
Q: So then I guess that, if you say that about 1 son, then I take it that he’s probably
not the only one; that there are others.
A: Definitely.
The types of stories shared at larger or more open social events often involve the teller
reflecting on life. These stories tend to connect the present to the past and include details of
how things used to be. A comparison of the present and the past can bring feelings of
nostalgia. There appears to be a difference in the longing for the past coming from some,
while others seem content at bypassing that era. Those who suggest that they had a difficult
past, especially childhood, were less inclined to embrace the past. Participants who openly
reminisced about the past also tended to be those who were doing better financially.
These stories are often intended to be funny and may be shared at very serious events
or situations, including wakes. Listeners must remain keen as, even in joking situations, or
perhaps especially because of such light hearted environments, serious issues are often
addressed. At wakes, these stories could also be used as a tool for reflection of the life of the
deceased. In an instance, stories can shift from loose and funny to more stoic and serious.
Guayarano used the story of coming to a home in a village to enforce health rules. Although
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she was concerned for her health and that of her children, the lady of this home did not follow
the instructions of the health inspector. Her greater concern at the time had to do with a
different aspect of her and her family’s survival. She still had safety and security issues to
reconcile before being able to address the inspector’s health concerns. For adult learners,
conflicts may exist that appear to be similar from an outsider’s perspective. Adult learners
make decisions that best suit them and often do so in concert with other considerations,
including that of family.
Social gatherings often include some forms of alcoholic and non-alcoholic beverages,
the occasional drumming, and sometimes dominoes. Once drumming begins, singing is sure
to follow. Where men and women are present, the groups tend to separate. A couple entering
a scene together could very easily spend most of the time apart while at the location.
However, when singing and drumming are involved, the groups tend to gravitate towards each
other. Drumming is typically led by an experienced drummer; however, drummers who were
playing always seem willing to allow someone else, even a stranger like me, the opportunity
to try. A pair of drums is usually enough to make an event very festive, and skakka’s
(maracas) may be present at some events.
The jokes and stories are used to inform people of the practices that make up the
cultural rituals. Saculi’s jokes about his grandfather served to list some of the materials
needed, gender roles, and the skills required of the man. Guayarano and Barabenu’s stories
and Amanaya’s daytime dream served to recognize the power and the presence of the
ancestors in everyday life. Altogether, these testimonials combine to lend credence of their
presence (Guber, 2007) and add value to Barabenu’s contention that Garinagu pray to their
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ancestors as much as, if not more, than they pray to Western canonized saints. Ancestors are
connected by lineage, language, experience, and through rituals.
The preceding sections detailed some situations and conditions within which this
group of participants successfully learned and practiced their culture. Although these
conditions were not always ideal, they tended to support robust learning among this group of
participants. However, conditions were also present that hindered learning among them.
Those barriers will be discussed briefly in the next section.
Barriers to Learning
Among the barriers to learning among the Garinagu are apathy toward cultural norms
such as respect for elders and ancestors who are seen as the invisible elders; the perceived
utility or relevance of the information or occupation; the learner’s perception of role models
and other people’s perception of the learning subject; insecurities and alienation by
information sources; mistrust; time and space limitations including distractions from other
events in daily life, and understanding or comprehension of the language. Referring to elders
as auntie and uncle is a way of conferring respect to all elders in the society. Disrespect for
the living elders is seen as representative of the individual’s attitude towards the ancestors.
Disrespect for elders inhibits relationship building and thus reduces the opportunities to share
knowledge and learn.
Finally, self-denial represents a barrier to learning and cultural preservation. Some of
the Garinagu in the area have been termed seasonal Garifuna because, according to their
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critics, they only seem to embrace their heritage around the Garifuna Settlement Day
Celebrations timeframe in November. According to Chichuya,
Especially when they moved from their community and they go and live in Belize City
or somewhere else, these people did not want to speak Garifuna or they don’t want
people to speak Garifuna to them, right. They feel belittled by us doing that, speaking
Garifuna to them.
Amanaya expressed her mixed bag of feelings in reference to such behaviors. Her
sentiments were echoed by other Garinagu in the region when they discussed their
experiences and their place within the local community and the national Garifuna community.
She added,
The way I see it, there is need for some kind of self-acceptance and we need
leadership. It’s a matter of self-acceptance right. And we have to realize that it is not
only around Garifuna Settlement Day that we are Garifuna, [but] that we are Garifuna
throughout the year, no matter where we are, and how we are. And those are people
who have been in denial are those who do not accept themselves. That is the sad part
for some of them.
Individuals who fit the above description are seen as less likely to take actions that
preserve or promote customs and traditions that are associated with the Garifuna experience
or Garifuna life.
Linking Learning
Among the Garinagu of Western Belize, learning is a process of making connections.
Their ways of knowing and learning rests heavily upon relationships nurtured within their
individual families and the broader community. However the learning occurs, some key
commonalities emerged among this group of participants in their learning process. Included
among those key learning contexts are: interacting and making connections, connecting
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childhood experiences to adult life, and reflection. A discussion on the role of each of these
learning contexts follows.
Interacting and Making Connections
Learning and identity formation among the Garinagu are connected to a variety of
elements. These elements include the group’s spirituality, cultural heritage, and its unbroken
historical past. Of great import within this system is reverence for the ancestors and the elder
citizens. Cultural retention has hinged on the group’s ability to modify the edges while
maintaining core beliefs and practices. Subtle amendments within practices have enabled the
Garinagu to co-exist and maintain their particular identity while they survive in communities
where they are the decided minority. Minor modifications represent the group’s resiliency
rather that its acquiescence to the dominant groups and ideologies. Asserting their Garifuna
identity represents an act of resistance to and rejection of the controls in which the dominant
groups engage. For Garinagu who are versed in their culture, learning the culture is a
responsibility that they hold for their ancestors. Through their knowledge, they remain
connected to their ancestors (Sletto & Sletto, 1991).
A system of partnership and support to enforce the utilization of and learning of the
cultured language was evident in this study. In these situations a hierarchy existed wherein
the children who could not find the right Garifuna words to express themselves when
communicating with the head male in the house, turned to the women or mothers for
assistance. After receiving such assistance, the child who was now equipped with the right
Garifuna word would then return to the head male to continue the conversation. A similar

213
hierarchy was also evident in the formations at the dabuyaba during the dugu ritual. In that
instance, deference was given to the elders who were up front and closer to the buyei. The
children were furthest away from the spiritual leader. This hierarchy also helped to convey
reverence and respect for the elders.
The difficulty that many today have in learning their culture can be attributed in part to
uninformed choices and questionable decision making. Even where there is advocacy for the
rights of the child, we cannot discount or displace the knowledge and experience of the
parents and other adults. Young Garinagu are becoming more like spectators to their culture
than they are participants. Many look toward a few families to represent the entire cultural
community. Others surface only during Settlement Day celebrations time.
When the learning involves capable beings, feedback may be spontaneous and
immediate as part of the interactive process, or may be delayed (Eraut, 2006). Feedback
comes in the form of body expressions and in words uttered. Herein, feedback serves to
affirm and clarify the extent of learning and understanding or help to stimulate additional
thought. These modified ideas and thoughts develop instantaneously as connections are made
with prior knowledge.
Feedback also helps to guide the learner and the learning source along the intended
path. Feedback may occur anytime or not at all. Nothing said, does not necessarily indicate a
lack of feedback. At times, being quiet is the appropriate thing to do. An off-the-mark
response in a conversation may reveal several possibilities. Among these possibilities are that
the individuals who uttered the off-the-mark words did not receive the intended message to
which they are responding, they may not be aware of the accepted norms and mores of the
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current environment, they may be uncomfortable in the environment, or some other form of
disconnect. When others in the environment are unable to discern the cause for such
disconnect, doubt and erosion of trust can develop.
Feedback is part of the relationship building process. This element can also be seen in
the music and dance within this culture. For example, in punta, the drummer anticipates the
movement of the dancer by responding to the last dance move. The relationship nurtured as a
product of the feedback can be either positive or negative and determines the future direction
of the relationship. Feedback given may be in the form of continuation of or end to the act for
which the comment was uttered.
Childhood Experiences and Adult Learning
The direction in life and employment that the parents and other relatives took also
impacted the career choices of the participants. The paths that they blazed helped to
encourage or discourage these participants as they as they appraised their options. Most of
these participants chose career or professional paths that were similar or in line with that of
their parents. As children, they travelled throughout the country accompanying their working
parents. This experience helped to prepare them for a similar path by making the process of
moving and the types of jobs seem natural. Others were able to link their current professions
with things that they liked to do when they were children.
Amanaya and Buta recalled that as children, they both were interested in being a nurse
because they wanted to care for others. Buta did not initially realize the implications of being
a nurse. Buta eventually learned that she did not like dealing with blood so she could not be a
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nurse. She later concluded that “I’m looking at a deeper picture now; because then, from my
interaction with people, I realize that people are wounded. So, this is where the nurse part
comes in.” Amanaya realized that she liked to sleep and that that could affect her ability to be
a good nurse. However, both ended up in careers where they fulfilled their needs to take care
of people.
As a child, Lisani tried to join the boy’s scouts; he enjoyed athletics. His father was in
the military. Lisani would end up with an athletics-based business and he also spent time
working in law enforcement. Cayuma was thrust into the role of caregiver as she moved from
one relative’s home to the next. Later, she bore many children. Over the years, Cayuma has
dedicated herself to caring for others including friends and family. She embraced being a
Catholic lay minister. In this role, she continues to care for people both physically and
spiritually.
A few participants chose paths that were as far away as possible from that of their
parent. Among those who departed from their parents’ professions were participants who had
a father or influential male figure who was a farmer or fisherman. These participants made a
deliberate decision to abandon that way of subsistence. In making their decision, these
participants mentioned the toughness of that lifestyle as their reason for departure. For
example, Sabetu commented:
I tried all the stuff that I saw my father did but I saw that I could not fit into that. It
was not in me like it was in the rest of my brothers. I tried my father’s profession,
which is going out fishing and that stuff but coming on especially to staying out on the
reef, I could not stand that boat rocking and shaking....Before my father, it was his
father teaching him to go out there and make the money. He taught me as a son so
that I could follow his footstep; but I could not. The kind of fishing that they do is
very hard for me. I tried my best so that I could stick to it….I tried to follow it but I
could not stay out there. It’s not made for me.
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Instead, Sabetu found success following his brother and a cousin in a different career
field. He confessed:
I joined the [security services] because of one of my cousins. I had a cousin who was
in; my brother was also in. My cousin was a senior officer. They went [out of town]
where I was since I had followed my brother there. I joined [the force] at the age of
18.
Once a person has been exposed to the activity, the activity and the party are no longer
separable. At the opportune time that connection will reveal itself. The revelation may
surface though exercises including reflection, dialogue, and even moments of urgency.
Absorption is a useful concept for describing what happens before the individual
displays what has been learned. Absorption suggests that the information has been taken in
by the individual. However, efforts may be required to retrieve some of this information or
extract it from the host. Information tends to flow more easily out of a source that is saturated
with the particular type of information. For the purpose of this research, absorption is defined
as the act of listening, observing and recording in memory, events to which one has been
exposed.
The concept of absorption as a part of the learning process connects Polanyi’s (1966)
tacit learning, and Kolb and Kolb’s (2005) experiential learning models with the various stage
models. In the process of absorption, the information that the learner gathers, seeps through
the various layers of existing knowledge. Depending on its significance or frequency of use,
recently absorbed information that is used remains at or near the surface and is readily
accessible.
Information that is less frequently utilized, seeps deeper and deeper into the far
reaches of the mind, and becomes more challenging to access or employ. Such information
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travels to the core and becomes settled; and once settled, it can get sealed in and trapped.
Trapped information can then become relegated to irrelevance when weighed down by new
information or information that is more actively utilized. Thus, the longer the information
goes unused or underutilized, the more difficult it becomes to retrieve. In these instances,
more focus and greater efforts are required to access such information. Such greater efforts
may include shock, planned reflexive exercises, and professional or medical intervention
including hypnosis. In these cases, individuals may need to reach into their past to reveal
hidden or dormant connections.
Several participants attributed their successes in life to their confidence and passion.
Others admit to reconnecting with long held passions whenever they have taken the time to
reflect on life. These long held passions function as motivators for continued interests and
learning. Guayarano contends that when he expresses himself, he wanted anyone and
everyone to see
the passion that I have, right, in what I am persevering to do. And that’s one of the
most important aspects of the development of any individual: that the person is
consistent and the person is confident in what they want and what they want to
achieve.
Passion comes from an internal interest or desire. Guayarano suggests that when you
do something you have to like it. There must be something in it that you like. Those who
have come to identify that which they are passionate about become visibly excited and
talkative about the particular subject. A frequent refrain echoed was that participants enjoyed
their jobs so much that they did not consider it work. Guayaranu loathes the new focus in the
job market on qualification rather than on “commitment and passion” for the job. This focus
posits qualification as superior to learning and passion for the occupation. Participants
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suggest the need to learn and love that in which one is engaged. Participants often became
animated when they spoke about certain topics. This animation appeared to be more evident
when retired persons discussed their careers. They credited their passion for their work as
being the key to surviving and learning along the way.
Reflection
Informal learning among adults involves the satisfaction of helping others learn
through sharing one’s experiences. The opportunity to reflect also jolts realization and
recognition of accumulated learning. An important aspect of sharing is for the source to
identify experiences, whether personal or acquired, and to use those experiences to help the
listener avoid some pitfalls with which the source may be familiar. Opportunities for
connection often involves an exercise in reflection.
Moon (2004) defines reflection as a mental process that can be used for a specific
purpose, or it can be used to achieve some anticipated goal. Bolton (2010) adds that
reflection is an in-depth, active process wherein the person reflecting revisits past experiences
and brings them into focus. Reflection can involve the person looking at the events from a
variety of points of views. Reflection affords adult learners a forum for reviewing their life
and examining their experiences. It allows them to make connections and meanings from
these experiences. In the previous section, Amanaya and Chichuyu discussed sharing their
stories. Sharing their stories enabled them to reflect on the life that they have lived.
Learning is often linked to the participant’s childhood. Assigned and accepted
identities influence and are influenced by routine decisions in daily life. Informal learning
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tends to be impacted by the identities created or accepted by the individual or group, or
identities that are assigned to the group or individual by others.
Barabenu shared the following excerpt:
There were certain things I learned, certain things I was taught which, I still hold dear
in my life nowadays. Up to my young days, um, even your teacher disciplined you
after school. Um, so, somehow or the other, all that helps in shaping your future…
Yes they were very strict. They were very strict. As a matter of fact, in their schools,
they used to have phrases like: a stitch in time, I think it’s saves nine or something like
that, you have: punctuality is the soul of business, um time and tide waits for no man,
things like these. You don’t tell me that you’re coming to see me and you’re not here
by 6. That is an ugly thing about me. Even in school as I told you, this is what I used
to see my teacher, different signs that he had there: punctuality is the soul of business;
stitch in time saves nine; time and tide waits for no man. This was in Standard 3 or
Standard 4. It is after I left school and went into adulthood, then I realized, oh, this is
what this is all about that I was reading about in the school, you know. Um, one of the
things that disgust me up to now, is when you, as a police officer, would go into the
barrack room, “Please keep me clean.” Man, that’s supposed to be natural. Some of
us were never taught that kind of thing. So these are the things that I learned from
these um, from these great people.
Guayarano suggests that if you don’t understand and change your attitude, change
your behavior, you are not educated; you only know the substance from the book. For him
and others, education is a change, it’s a change. It’s not what you know, it’s what you live.
Guayarano commented that “It was afterwards when we start to analyze what education is:
that it does not matter how much you learn, but if there is no change, then you are not
educated.” However, Guayarano believes that the change has to come from the individual.
Individuals must believe in what they are doing and where they are going. Without this belief
and passion, the individual’s efforts may be less than optimal. Guayarano concluded that
“because of my love and my passion for the profession, I was successful.” Cayuma identified
love and passion as the keys to success.
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Summary
Four major foci emerged as prisms through which informal learning and identity
formation occur among the Garifuna population. These foci are: resiliency, Garifunaduaü, the
meet and greet process, and rituals and ancestry. Among the Garinagu, informal learning
occurs in a variety of ways and under an array of circumstances. In this sense, informal
learning can be described as both situational and opportunistic.
Ascribed and accepted identities in an individual can vary from situation to situation.
In this research, identity is limited to the ethno-cultural heritage of the particular group. This
particular type of identity creation (this context) was selected in order to narrow the field and
make the research more manageable.
Life is viewed as an abundance of struggles. Informal learning is incorporated into
daily living and manifested in the routine decisions that the learned makes from moment to
moment. This type of learning involves constantly evaluating the scenes and situations and
making several decisions along the way. The next section will revisit the findings and
examine them through the lens of sociocultural learning theory as espoused by Banks et al.
(2007).

CHAPTER SIX
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Salomon and Perkins (1998) posit socialization as the process through which humans
acquire tools and knowledge that enables them to be participating members of their society.
Banks et al. (2007) identified a set of four principles that they recommend as lenses through
which learning can be enhanced and understood. The following principles guide the
discussion on Garifuna learning:
1. Learning is facilitated through local cultural practices and perspectives and is
impacted by the broader socioeconomic and historical environment of the learner.
2. Learning occurs in a variety of contexts and practices of daily living throughout
the course of the individual’s lifespan.
3. Learners need a broad support system to bolster and promote their learning.
4. Learning is supported when youth are encouraged to utilize their mother tongue as
the basis through which they communicate and learn other languages.
These principles recognize the many cultural elements that influence learners. They also aim
to provide a more holistic view of learning. Demographic dividers such as race, ethnicity,
gender, and class affect not only what learners experience but also their interpretation of
events. Given these differences, what one person learns or gains from a particular situation
can be quite dissimilar to the interpretations of another witness to the same situation.
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Demographic differences impact the opportunities that learners encounter but they do not
necessarily determine the final learning outcome (Banks et al., 2007).
The politics of isolation and division perpetuated by the colonial controllers in Belize
set the long-term path for career opportunities that Garinagu now undertake. Economic and
political situations channel individuals along paths that many believe to be their choice. This
lack of choice is exposed when citizens have no opportunities to make a living. The lack of
opportunities has also facilitated and even necessitated the departure of many intellectuals
from their communities in search of work. The opportunities available then represent a
significant determining factor in what a person learns, both formally and informally.
The motivations for learning are derived from a variety of sources (Banks et al., 2007).
Where the learning is intentional, learners generally come across a situation that piques an
interest (Livingstone, 2001; Shugurensky, 2000). Learners then take the necessary actions
that will enable them to understand that which had attracted their attention. At times,
situations of need arise that force individuals to become knowledgeable about something.
This need to know sets off actions that facilitate the individual’s learning process.
At other times, learning appears unplanned (Livingstone, 2001; Shugurensky, 2000).
In these situations, the learner makes no conscious or deliberate efforts to go out and learn
something. Instead, the learner is confronted with information through various media
including direct and indirect conversations and electronic media sources. These encounters
set a path that leads to knowledge and understanding.
Learning opportunities can come from anyone at anywhere and at any given time.
Everyone has something useful that s/he can teach to even the most learned person. Learners
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should be modest enough to acknowledge and credit those from whom they have gained
insight and, just as those sources were kind enough to share their knowledge with the new
learner, that learner must feel responsible and obliged to likewise share knowledge with
others. Such is what my participants have done by sharing with me. This dissertation research
and my ensuing research agenda will allow me to continue to share this information.
Learning is about adapting to life’s circumstances and conditions.
The behavior and attitude of the teacher or other source impacts the potential learner’s
level of interest. The motivation of the teacher/source impacts their attitude toward sharing
information and thus impacts the learner. If the source perceives lack of appreciation on the
part of the learner, then the opportunities, quality and depth of knowledge shared may be
impacted through constraint or expansion. If a source perceives a learner as a potential threat,
then the source may be less forthright, helpful, or supportive in the learner’s learning process.
Learning is about taking on a challenge or challenging oneself. Informal learning is a
natural form of learning that goes into effect wherever there is something to be learned,
whether the situation is derived through need or desire. Informal learners see everybody and
every opportunity or encounter as a possible source of information that can add to the
learner’s growth, evolution, and bank of knowledge. Learning may be merely taking a
different perspective on information the learner already possesses.
Garifunaduaü, the spirit, feeling, and embodiment of being Garifuna, guides the
Garifuna learning experience. The core principles of Garifunaduaü are caring, sharing,
daring, family, and language. These principles position Garinagu as particularly experienced
with living in households that are not limited to the parents, spouse, children, or siblings.
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Their experience is common and was shared by all participants in this research. Garifunaduaü
guides the learning, growth, and identity formation among the Garinagu.
Implications for Practice
Interactions and communications that transpire during encounters tend to have
multiple meanings and purposes. Adult learners are constantly in a position to learn and to be
learned from. Even when a person is not planning to teach, others learn from what is said and
done.
The above mentioned activities involved in learning situate informal learning as highly
reliant upon the environment within which the learner is operating (Banks et al., 2007).
Learning and identity formation are both dynamic and intertwined activities. Some processes
may not seem visible partly because of the speed with which the individual brain processes
such activities.
The Garifuna family is shrinking both in terms of the number of children borne and in
terms of the breadth of the extended family who are accepted within the scope of influence.
Today, there are far fewer aunts, uncles, and cousins to help support, guide, influence, and
teach the younger members of society.
Ways of learning are directly connected to one’s identity formation and acceptance.
Anigi appreciated commented that the community in which they lived prior to her family
relocating to the current area accepted them for who they were. She expressed such
sentiments as she lamented changing their cultural attire as they settled into their current
environment. Anigi compared and contrasted the two environments by proclaiming that
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“when we came from there we still used to dress with our little straw hat and so on. It’s here
that we were ashamed to take our hat then because they used to tease us.” The teasing led to
the eventual abandonment of part of their cultural practices. These apparently small changes
can initiate a process that can profoundly alter one’s identity.
For cultural preservation, the cultured language must be the lingua franca of the home.
The mere availability of learning tools does not in and of itself encourage learning. Among
the Garinagu who are now considered cultural leaders in the community, structure and a
system supported the learning of their culture. People were held accountable in an exclusive
zone - namely, the house. In addition, authority figures were respected and authority figures
exercised strong levels of control. This control was prominently displayed in areas such as
curfews and discipline.
Participants expressed concerns for the physical health of many in their community,
primarily in their traditional hinterland. Much of this concern is expressed by those
considered to be gapencili’s. Identifying cadre of individuals who can effectively bridge the
mapencili/gapencili divide may prove pivotal for the group’s long term sustenance.
The availability of choices apparently has led to immediate gratification, at the
expense of the long term survival of particular cultural norms. Those who are interested in
cultural preservation should recognize their goal and accept responsibility for their cultural
continuance. Opportunities to embrace and engage other cultures come naturally once the
individual exits the home. This occurrence is especially true of attending school.
An overwhelming number of participants who cannot speak their native language are
trying to learn it. Participants who lacked proficiency in their heritage language tended to
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hold their parents responsible. This phenomenon suggests that in the future, parents might
benefit their children by imposing their language and culture upon their children. The
children will have the choice later to distance themselves from aspects of language and
culture.
Freedom comes from and with information and responsibility. Mass media do not
regularly and consistently feature Garifuna culture; thus, the culture has a sizeable
disadvantage for continued survival. It can be drowned by the noise of larger cultures.
Where an uneven distribution of power exists, the freedom to choose a lingua franca
represents the will and the desire to support the dominant culture or ideology. This is so
partly because those who make such decisions believe that the cultured language lacks utility
outside a very small or limited constituency.
The IRB process aims to protect human subjects, particularly those deemed to be of a
vulnerable minority. To do so, anonymity or confidentiality is often required. As Chugui and
Dr. Palacio mentioned and other elder participants alluded to, such anonymity may be
counter-productive for the researched community. Room must be available to accommodate
the desires of those researched.
Implications for Research
In this research I looked at informal learning and identity formation in a very unique
way. This way involved the Garifuna ways of knowing, and the construct of identity and
social class within this particular group. The dynamics that are evident in this group’s
relationships and interactions helps to view and understand the manifestation of power in a
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different light. Their views toward particular propensities for learning demonstrates both
power and weakness simultaneously.
Many Garinagu are revered as outstanding educators. Yet, many in this group have
failed miserably in passing on significant portions of their heritage to their children. With the
increasing tolerance for multiculturalism and the increasing participation of Garinagu in
documenting their history and heritage how might their learning ways change?
The gapencili/mapencili divide shows that attitude toward what is being learned and
what learning is valued is also reflective of the perceptions of social class status. This study
extends the debate about what counts as learning and for whom it counts. Understanding
these nuances can help to better reach or connect with these learners.
This study adds to the literature on the sociocultural context of informal learning as it
relates to the maintenance of culture. It sheds light on some of the coping mechanisms that
this group employed which enabled them to function within their environment. This research
identifies some approaches to learning that formal learning systems can employ in order to
engage learners, particularly those who are not well entrenched in Western methods or
systems of learning. Cultural preservation strategies revealed in this study provide additional
information on ways of understanding issues of resiliency displayed in other cultures that may
have been overlooked in other research. This study also addressed many of the intricacies of
daily life among adults, including the family and social networks, which are keys to
understanding informal learning.
Garinagu in this area have straddled a path of learning that includes adaptation,
assimilation and resistance. They adapt to their living environment; they assimilate with
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language use, and they resist what they perceive as efforts to limit their cultural heritage.
Participants in this study are recognized as cultural leaders within the local Garifuna
community. Those who have not distinguished themselves are not included in the sample and
their voices are not necessarily represented; therefore, the findings are not representative of
the entire Garifuna population in the region.
This research exposes some of the challenges that minority groups face whilst living
or operating in multicultural societies. The findings of this research may help to promote
greater appreciation for sociocultural differences as a way to improve tolerance and civility.
Future research can examine how minority groups in a shared area build relations and learn
from each other. How might the results of this research differ with a less prominent or
younger group of Garinagu?
The decline in family sizes and the tightening of the extended family reach is placing
greater pressure on parents. How might this shrinkage affect the oral traditions of passing
down history? How might smaller families impact the roles and functions of extended
families?
The older adults, the group above the age of 65, tend to take a more critical look at
their life or perhaps are more open and willing to share their experiences. The younger group
may be less willing to share or may not be able to articulate or connect their experiences.
Inability to recall details of events or unwillingness to steer off course may be on display in
these situations (Baron & Bluck, 2009). Future research into the dynamics of family
relationships might shed more light on informal learning in the context of culture.
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Concluding Comments
The positioning of Garinagu in the education and public service fields was almost
necessitated as a result of racist colonial policies that institutionalized regional segregation of
ethnic groups in Belize (Barnett, 2001; Haug, 1998; Shoman, 2010). However, the image of
the Garinagu has transformed from one packed with negativity outside Southern Belize, to
one of respect, if not admiration, in the Western region where they are a decided minority.
The Garinagu have skillfully utilized the government system which was clearly not designed
to shed a positive light on them and effectively transformed it into a tool which they
employed to negotiate a vastly more favorable and positive image of themselves.
The ability to earn a living and sustain a family is critical to learning and the
preservation of culture. Lack of opportunities inevitably pushes those with means to move
outside the community as they gravitate towards places where survival appears more feasible.
The effect is a depletion of skilled persons and the loss of the younger generation which is
needed for future sustainment. Such actions can lead to a downward spiral for the people and
their culture.
The average age of the participants in this study is 56.7 years with the median age
being 62. Altogether, they provide a significant amount of cumulative experience. Over the 6
months of fieldwork, I logged more than 500 hours of direct contact. Yet, this amount of time
is miniscule to the amount of daytime hours that even the youngest participants, both aged 36
years, have lived. The findings herein represent a snapshot of a tiny portion of the
experiences of the participants. The experiences are primarily those that the participants were
willing to share to varying degrees, and those that I was able to help them discover and reveal.
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In addition, what the participants were able to reveal was a function of their level of
comfort, ability to remember and articulate, their understanding of the question, the direction
that they wanted to or intended to go with their responses, and their other motivational
stimulants. To a very miniscule extent, it was about my ability to extract information from
these willing and enthusiastic participants. This story, my story is an attempt to share the
stories of my dedicated and extraordinary participants. Itarala, itaralia! (And that’s the way it
should be!)
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Fellow Belizean:
You are invited to participate in a research study exploring the experiences of Garinagu who
reside in Western Belize. This study is part of the requirements for my doctoral studies at
Northern Illinois University.

You have been chosen as a potential participant for this study based on your ethnicity, your
experience, and your reverence in the local community or your current work setting. The
study will consist of two face-to-face interviews lasting approximately 75 minutes each with
approximately 20 questions, and any potential follow up questions. The interview questions
have been designed to gain insight about your process of learning and socializing as you live
your daily life.

This study is the first known of its kind designed to explore the life experiences of Garinagu
living in this area. It has implications to how Garinagu contribute toward, and are influenced
by, the larger cultural and ethnic majorities in the area. You could contribute and have a
voice in this matter. Please contact me either via email (Z112858@students.niu.edu) or
telephone (773-655-4869) or 621-2065 in Belize if you are interested in participating. I will
follow up by sending an informed consent form and contact you about a potential interview
data and time.
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Your participation would be greatly appreciated and can make a huge impact in understanding
the dynamics related to learning, ethnic survival and cultural preservation strategies. Also
please feel free to contact me if you have any additional questions, would like additional
information, or would like to recommend persons who meet the criterion and may be willing
to contribute.

Sincerely,

Harold A. Lopez
6618 46th Avenue Drive
Moline, IL 61265
Z112858@students.niu.edu
773-655-4869
BZE: 621-2065
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NORTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY
INSTITUTIONAL CONSENT FORM
I agree to participate in the research project titled “Crossing the line: Informal learning among
the Garinagu of Western Belize” being conducted by Harold A. Lopez, a doctoral candidate at
Northern Illinois University. I have been informed that the purpose of the study is to gain
insight into the lives and learning experiences of Garinagu who reside in the western region of
Belize.
I understand that if I agree to participate in this study, I will be asked to do the following:
complete 2 separate face-to-face interviews consisting of approximately 20 primary questions,
and any pertinent follow up questions, lasting approximately 75 minutes each. The interview
will be relating directly to my own learning experiences, curiosities and interests, with my
openness and candor most appreciated. The interview will also include some questions
relating to other residents of my home.
I am aware that my participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without
penalty or prejudice, and that if I have any additional questions concerning this study, I may
contact Harold Lopez at 773-655-4869, in Belize 621-2065, (Z112858@students.niu.edu), or
Dr. Gene Roth at 815-753-1306 (groth@niu.edu), or Dr. Laura Johnson at 815-753-5494
(lrjohnson@niu.edu). I understand that if I wish further information regarding my rights as a
research subject, I may contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois
University at (815) 753-8588 (researchcompliance@niu.edu).
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I understand that the intended benefits of this study include adding to the literature on
learning, identity and the maintenance of culture.
I have been informed that potential risks and/or discomforts I could experience during this
study include explaining and revealing personal information about me and others, including
members of my household and reflecting upon my own experiences that may or may not be
pleasant. I understand that all information gathered during these interviews will be kept
confidential by keeping all records in a secure location with access only by the primary
researcher. Unless you provide specific direction to the contrary, all copies of documents will
be kept confidential.
I understand that my consent to participate in this project does not constitute a waiver of any
legal rights or redress I might have as a result of my participation, and I acknowledge that I
have received a copy of this consent form.
__________________________________________________________________
Signature of Participant

Date

I agree to by audio recorded during the interview.
___________________________________________________________________
Signature of Participant

Date

I authorize use of my input in this dissertation, future conferences and/or publication.

___________________________________________________________________
Signature of Participant

Date
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INTERVIEW 1 QUESTIONS (Life History & Experiences)
1.

Tell me about yourself

2.

Can you talk to me about your learning experience? (As a learner & teacher).

3.

Tell me about your culture (practice, observation). What does it mean to be Garinagu?

4.

When you try to learn something on your own, how do you go about doing so?

5.

When you talk to people about your cultural heritage, what are they interested in? What
sorts of questions do they ask?

6.

If I know nothing about Garifuna, what do you think I should know before I enter the
community?

7.

When you talk to other Garinagu, especially those you believe to be knowledgeable,
what sorts of questions do you ask? What are you interested in knowing?

8.

Describe to me your concept/idea of the ideal cultural idol/icon.

9.

I don’t know how to teach somebody about Garifuna culture. Can you tell me what
that’s like? How would you describe your way of teaching and/or learning?

10. How would you teach your culture to someone who knows nothing or very little of it?
11. Think about something you consider uniquely Garifuna. Take me to the scene. Tell me
about it. Tell me about a cultural memory or activity that stands out for you. What was
its significance? What types of tools or equipment are involved/used? What could you
smell? What could you see? What could you hear? How does it make you feel?
12. How do you think Garinagu are perceived in this area?
13. If I encounter a group of Garinagu socializing, what types of things would I hear? What
would I see? What would I encounter?
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14. What challenges, if any, do you face in living what you consider the Garifuna way of
living?
15. Think back as far as you can, in your eyes, how have Garifuna practices changed and
how have they remained the same over the years?
16. Can you think about something you believe(d) you need(ed) to discuss with your
son/daughter that you think that a non-Garinagu may not need to discuss with their
children?
17. Think about a recent challenging situation that you came across. How did you
approach/solve it? Who, if anyone, did you consult? How did you decide on the
person/s?
18. How has your Garifuna identity contributed toward or detracted from how you live your
life?
19. Is there anything you think I need to know that I did not cover?
20. Do you have any questions for me?
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INTERVIEW 2 QUESTIONS (Reflection on meanings of life events)
1.

Let’s go back to your childhood. What did you like about it? What did you dislike?
What did you like doing? Eating? What do you miss? How did you expect your life to
turn out?

2.

As you think back on your ways of learning, how has that shaped your life today?

3.

What drives you to learn new things? What interests you?

4.

What principles, if any, guide your life’s decisions? When you make decisions in life,
what do you consider/think about? What general principles, if any, guide your life’s
decisions?

5.

You have had great success at many things in life. What have you failed at? How did
you deal with failures? What was your recourse?

6.

If you could go back and re-live/re-do some aspect of your life, what would it be? Why?
How might your life be different if you were raised elsewhere?

7.

As you reflect on your life, what milestones stand out? Why?

8.

How has milestone [children, marriage (spousal relationship), completion of formal
education, death, work/jobs, business ventures, retirement, relocation] informed your
learning/teaching?

9.

You are often involved in people’s lives. How have your life’s experiences helped or
hindered this processes? What is it like? What do you consider? What do you hope to
accomplish?

10. How does it make you feel to share your knowledge of Garifuna culture with others?
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11. Think back as far as you can, in your eyes, how have Garifuna practices that you are
familiar with changed and how have they remained the same over the years?
12. Think about something you consider uniquely Garifuna. Take me to the scene. Tell me
about it. Tell me about a cultural memory or activity that stands out for you. What was
its significance? What types of tools or equipment are involved/used? What could you
smell? What could you see? What could you hear? How does it make you feel?
13. If you had to preserve or discard some aspects of Garifuna culture what would they be?
Why? How would you do so? What would it take?
14. Describe your relationship with other Garinagu in the area.
15. How has your Garifuna heritage shaped your life? How have your Garifuna identity
contribute toward or detracted from how you live your life?
16. Look back at your life, how would you advise a younger person on how to live/approach
life?
17. How do you define success for yourself? Your children?
18. What, if anything, have you learned or discovered about yourself during, or as a result of
this interview process? What is it like to be consulted in a formal situation to discuss
your life’s experiences?
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SURVEY
1. Of the people living in this home,
a.

How many speak Garifuna? __________

b. How many understand Garifuna? __________
c. How many neither speaks nor understands Garifuna? __________
d. What are the ages of those who speak Garifuna? 0-13; 14-21; 22-40; 41-85
e. What are the ages of those who only understand Garifuna? 0-13; 14-21; 22-40; 41-85
f. What are the ages of those who neither speak nor understand Garifuna? 0-13; 14-21;
22-40; 41-85
2. Do you speak Garifuna?
3. Does your spouse/partner speak Garifuna?
4. How many people lived in the home during the last year? Total: __________
5. How many members of the family including children are outside the community?
6. Are there any children living at home attending primary school?
a. If yes, how many? (6-13years old) if no, how many? Total:_____________
b. Are there anyone living in the home attending high school? If so, how many?
(Alvarez, 2008)

